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Abstract 
This study explores the accountability of social enterprises with respect to their 
dual objectives of social and financial performance. During the last two decades, 
social enterprises have been subject to increasing public attention and research. This 
interest derives from the potential role of social enterprises to pursue a social mission 
through a self-funding commercial business model, rather than relying on 
philanthropy to survive. However, there is little research exploring how social 
enterprises exercise their accountability for both social and financial performance. 
Given that social enterprises seek to balance dual objectives, maintaining financial 
sustainability for long-term survival while also fulfilling their social mission, it is 
important to examine how these organisations balance accountability for these 
potentially conflicting goals.  
There is limited literature on social enterprise accountability, however, as third 
sector organisations, literature on accountability of non-profit organisations is a 
useful point of reference. In the context of non-profit organisations, concerns of 
mission drift and prioritising accountability to donors (as a main funding source) 
have been raised, where financial objectives may inadvertently override social 
objectives. Given the social and financial objectives of social enterprises, these issues 
are also relevant to their accountability. Accordingly, this research focused on the 
dual accountability of social enterprises, and in particular the influence of customers 
(as a main commercial funding source) on social enterprise accountability. 
Specifically, social enterprises with a dominant versus a diversified customer base, to 
consider whether this also impacts on their accountability in practice. Four social 
enterprises in Australia are examined, one with a dominant commercial customer and 
three with a diversified commercial customer base. Drawing on accountability, 
stakeholder and legitimacy theory, stakeholder management strategies and the 
accountability mechanisms of social enterprises are explored.  
While only one social enterprise had a dominant commercial customer, the 
findings revealed that social enterprise accountability was largely influenced by the 
social enterprises’ main stakeholder (either a dominant commercial customer or a 
parent organisation). Specifically, social enterprises’ accountability practices were 
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focused on fulfilling their main stakeholders’ accountability demands, and reporting 
to them (either formally or informally) rather than reporting on social and financial 
performance to a broader range of stakeholders. This research enhances the 
understanding of stakeholder impact on social enterprises’ accountability in practice, 
and develops an understanding of accountability theory in the context of social 
enterprises. 
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1.1 INTRODUCTION 
Social enterprises have the potential to provide significant benefits to society 
due to their dual social and financial objectives. These organisations have a social 
mission, with their activities funded through the use of market mechanisms 
(Ebrahim, Battilana, & Mair, 2014). Social enterprises therefore combine aspects 
from both charity and commercial business organisations (Battilana & Lee, 2014; 
Ebrahim et al., 2014), and their main objective is to create social value rather than 
increasing shareholder wealth (Austin, Stevenson, & Wei-Skillern, 2006). As 
organisations that create social and financial value, social enterprises are considered 
to generate multiple benefits. There are many examples of how social enterprises 
may create benefits for society, depending on the target market of the organisation. 
Microfinance organisations have the ability to reduce poverty, as they increase 
access to financial services (Battilana & Lee, 2014); sports clubs provide social 
inclusion and improve health (Lyon & Sepulveda, 2009); while some organisations 
provide job opportunities for disadvantaged people who may otherwise be 
unemployed or socially disengaged. These potential benefits are the reason social 
enterprises have received increased attention, as they aim to address social needs 
through a financially sustainable business model.  
As organisations that offer benefits typically associated with charities 
(addressing a social purpose) and commercial businesses (financial sustainability), 
social enterprises may face challenges that are intrinsic to both types of 
organisations. Such challenges include fulfilling their social goals while also 
generating income (Thompson & Williams, 2014) and being accountable to their 
stakeholders for these dual objectives (Connolly & Kelly, 2011). Accountability for 
social enterprises is especially important as they are a relatively new type of 
organisation (Bissola & Imperatori, 2012) and need to establish legitimacy 
(Cornforth, 2014).  
There is no widely accepted definition of accountability (Bovens, 2010; 
Ebrahim, 2003b) and the concept may have different meanings to different people 
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(Bovens, 2007). However a general definition of accountability implies providing 
reasons for an organisation’s behaviour, as well as a justification and explanation for 
what an organisation did or did not do (Messner, 2009). There are also multiple 
dimensions by which accountability can be considered and explored. Accountability 
can be examined in terms of to whom, for what and how accountability is exercised 
(Ebrahim, 2010). Given the limited literature on social enterprises’ accountability, 
exploring accountability of social enterprises from these different dimensions (to 
whom, for what and how) provides an important foundation for an enhanced 
understanding of the extent to which these organisations are accountable for their 
dual objectives. 
This chapter is divided into five sections. Section 1.2 presents the background 
to this research. Section 1.3 presents the over-arching research question. Section 1.4 
briefly describes the research method used to address the research questions. Section 
1.5 outlines the structure of the thesis. 
1.2 BACKGROUND 
Social enterprises are an important and growing part of Australia’s third sector 
and have received increased attention from the Australian Government. However, 
research on social enterprises is still limited. Social enterprises were placed on the 
Federal Government’s inclusion agenda as part of the Innovation and Job Fund 
(Barraket & Weissman, 2009), which aims to help disadvantaged people find 
employment and overcome barriers they may face. Research conducted in Australia 
shows that the social enterprise sector is mature, sustainable and diverse regarding 
mission and organisational structure, and these enterprises also operate in most 
industries (Barraket, Collyer, O’Connor, & Anderson, 2010). While the social 
enterprise sector has grown in the last 20 years, research on Australian social 
enterprises has been a much more recent phenomenon (Barraket & Weissman, 2009). 
Thus, there is little research in Australia which can be used to compare the 
phenomena with international contexts, and limited research on specific aspects of 
social enterprises, such as their accountability.  
Australia possesses a unique setting for studying social enterprises because of 
its diversified market and the increasing number of new social enterprises each year. 
The Finding Australia’s Social Enterprise Sector (FASES) Report by Social Traders 
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and the Australian Centre for Philanthropy and Nonprofit Studies at the Queensland 
University of Technology notes that most Australian social enterprises are small and 
medium sized enterprises established for more than 10 years (Barraket et al., 2010). 
The FASES report also shows that the three major industries in which social 
enterprises participate are education and training, arts and recreation services, and 
food and beverage services. Given that many Australian social enterprises are mature 
organisations (Barraket et al., 2010), this research is timely to examine how they 
exercise accountability for their dual objectives.  
Exploring social enterprises in the context of Australia is important for several 
reasons. Social enterprises have an important economic impact on the Australian 
economy constituting approximately 2-3% of Australia’s GDP (Barraket et al., 
2010). In addition, they create diverse and valuable social benefits for society 
(Barraket et al., 2010). In the five years leading up to 2010, the number of social 
enterprises grew by 37% and there were approximately 20,000 social enterprises in 
Australia by 2010, operating in local and international markets (Barraket et al., 
2010). Hence, studying social enterprises in the Australian context is important, as it 
is a large and growing component of the third sector. 
The mission and customer base of social enterprises varies across Australia, as 
do their major sources of income. Barraket et al. (2010) note that Australian social 
enterprises are typically multi-resourced organisations that have a mixture of earned 
income and grants, and involve both paid staff and volunteers. The main income 
source for these enterprises is commercial activities, which may include government 
income as a source of revenue through procurement contracts for goods and services. 
In terms of target beneficiaries, as at 2010 the three most important groups were 
young people, particular geographic communities, and families (Barraket et al., 
2010). In terms of their mission and operations, most social enterprises’ commercial 
business activity was aligned with their social mission, such that the goods and 
services traded were directly related to their mission (Barraket et al., 2010). Thus, 
given the importance of the Australian social enterprise sector, it is important to 
understand how social enterprises are demonstrating accountability to ensure their 
survival.  
This study contributes to the under-researched field of social enterprise 
accountability, specifically to the accountability of their dual objectives through a 
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stakeholder theory lens. Accountability theory is well developed in the context of 
non-profit organisations, but literature is still developing in the context of social 
enterprises (Nicholls, 2010). Therefore, this study uses theory on non-profit 
accountability and explores its applicability in a social enterprise context. As such, it 
contributes to theory building on social enterprise accountability. Further, this study 
explores the tensions involved when exercising accountability for two potentially 
competing objectives: social and financial. Given the limited social enterprise 
research in an Australian context, and scant research on stakeholder management 
within social enterprises (Barraket & Anderson, 2010; Bissola & Imperatori, 2012; 
Gras & Mendoza-Abarca, 2014), this study also makes a valuable contribution in 
these areas. Therefore, this research helps to address a number of gaps in the 
literature and contributes to enabling social enterprises to adopt more effective 
accountability in practice, examining the mechanisms that social enterprises use in 
demonstrating accountability.  
The objective of this research is to examine the approach to accountability 
undertaken by social enterprises resulting from their dual objectives to manage both 
the achievement of social and financial performance (maintaining financial 
sustainability in the long-term). Literature on non-profit organisations has been 
critical of the influence of donors (as a main funding source) on non-profit 
organisations regarding mission drift and accountability (Christensen & Ebrahim, 
2006; Cordery, Baskerville, & Porter, 2010; Jones, 2007). Social enterprises, as 
commercial organisations, may face similar risks in terms of mission drift and 
accountability to customers (as a main commercial funding source). This is 
particularly relevant where there is a dominant commercial customer which 
represents a significant income source to the social enterprise. Accordingly, income 
generation from commercial customers1 was explored to understand whether 
accountability approaches differ when there is a dominant commercial customer as 
opposed to a diversified commercial customer base. Four social enterprises are 
examined, one with a dominant commercial customer and three with a diversified 
commercial customer base.  
                                                          
 
 
1 Commercial customers are considered to be those receiving commercial services while social 
customers are considered as those receiving services predominantly social in nature (i.e. 
beneficiaries). 
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1.3 RESEARCH QUESTION 
This research aims to examine accountability in the context of social 
enterprises. Doherty, Haugh, and Lyon (2014, p. 14) note that there is “a need for a 
greater understanding of how [social enterprises] account for both social and 
financial value”. Accordingly, this research aims to address this need by examining 
the broad research question: “How are social enterprises accountable for their social 
and financial objectives?” Six related research sub-questions are developed and 
presented in Chapter 2. These research sub-questions are derived from the literature 
review, which considers accountability theory, and to a lesser extent stakeholder and 
legitimacy theories. Therefore, this thesis uses an accountability theory framework to 
address the research question.  
1.4 RESEARCH METHOD 
Given the exploratory nature of this study, a qualitative methodology is used. 
Specifically, this research adopts a case study approach using multiple types of data 
(e.g. interviews, surveys, secondary data) to gain in-depth knowledge of the 
participating social enterprises. The four participating social enterprises were all 
based in Queensland, Australia and interviews were held with a manager from each 
social enterprise. In addition, surveys were directed to a small sample of customers 
and employees of the social enterprises. Secondary data included internal and 
external reports and other documentation on each social enterprise’s social and 
financial performance. 
Case study methodology allows the researcher to obtain a holistic knowledge 
of the units of analysis (i.e. social enterprises) and characteristics of real-life events 
(e.g. accountability) through multiple data sources (e.g. primary and secondary data) 
(Yin, 2009). Because of the holistic nature of this research, a multiple case study 
approach was helpful in providing multiple perspectives and insights into the 
similarities and differences that exist between the four participating social enterprises 
in exercising accountability. Thematic analysis was undertaken to analyse both 
primary and secondary data, while NVivo software was used to help identify both 
inductive and deductive themes.  
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1.5 STRUCTURE OF THESIS 
The subsequent chapters of this thesis examine social enterprises and their 
accountability practices. Chapter 2 reviews the literature on social enterprises’ 
accountability, including an examination of social enterprises, and a review of 
accountability theory from which a framework of different accountability dimensions 
is developed. Stakeholder and legitimacy theories are also explored in the context of 
social enterprises. The chapter concludes with the research questions of this study, 
which are focused on accountability aspects of social enterprises. Chapter 3 describes 
the methodology used for this study, along with the data collection and sampling 
strategies. Data analysis, ethical considerations and limitations of the research design 
are also addressed. Chapter 4 presents the findings of the study, based on the 
research questions and the study’s accountability framework. Chapter 5 discusses the 
findings in the context of the extant literature. Chapter 6 provides the conclusions of 
the study, including significant findings, study limitations and areas for future 
research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 
There is no single agreed definition of either social enterprise or accountability 
in the literature, and therefore it is essential to establish what these terms mean for 
the purpose of this study. As social enterprises are hybrid organisations that derive 
from two different spectrums, commercial and non-profit organisations, due to their 
social and financial objectives (Battilana & Lee, 2014), potential tensions may arise 
given their dual (potentially conflicting) objectives. To explore these tensions 
accountability theory is examined in the context of social enterprises, regarding to 
whom, for what and how social enterprises are accountable. Stakeholder theory is 
explored from a stakeholder management perspective to understand managerial 
approaches based on the power and interests of stakeholders. Legitimacy theory is 
also reviewed to understand its relevance to social enterprise accountability. 
Section 2.2 examines social enterprises and the term’s definition. Section 2.3 
reviews literature on social enterprises as hybrid organisations, and the similarities 
and differences between social enterprises, for-profit organisations and non-profit 
organisations. Section 2.4 reviews accountability theory in the context of social 
enterprises, exploring the meaning of accountability and its relevance to social 
enterprises. Section 2.5 explores directions of accountability to consider to whom 
social enterprises are accountable. Section 2.6 examines for what social enterprises 
are accountable. Section 2.7 considers literature relevant to how accountability is 
undertaken and accountability mechanisms available to social enterprises. Section 
2.8 reviews stakeholder theory and stakeholder management approaches. Section 2.9 
examines accountability related issues in terms of legitimacy theory and its 
importance to social enterprises. Section 2.10 presents the research questions for this 
study. Section 2.11 summarises this chapter. 
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2.2 EXAMINATION OF SOCIAL ENTERPRISE 
There is currently no widely accepted definition of the term social enterprise. 
The range of definitions provided in the literature (Dart, 2004; Doherty et al., 2014) 
is the result of the multiple understandings of social enterprises developed by 
academic researchers (Battilana & Lee, 2014). The definitions of social enterprise 
can be classified in different forms, from broad to narrow (Austin et al., 2006). A 
broad definition takes into account businesses which predominantly have a social 
purpose and also conduct for-profit activity either in the public or private sectors 
(Austin et al., 2006; Galera & Borzaga, 2009). A narrow definition refers to non-
profit organisations engaging in for-profit activities to earn income (Galera & 
Borzaga, 2009). Other narrow definitions of social enterprise include the formation 
of a social venture to promote a social purpose (Austin et al., 2006); using 
commercial activities to be financially sustainable (Chell, 2007); and organisations 
with a social purpose that trade to fulfil their mission (Birch & Whittam, 2008; 
Doherty et al., 2014; Luke, Barraket, & Eversole, 2013).  
Despite these variations, there are some characteristics that are generally 
accepted in the literature as representative of social enterprises. Social enterprises are 
referred to as hybrid organisations, where their aim is to both generate social value 
and achieve financial sustainability (Doherty et al., 2014; Pache & Santos, 2012). 
Another key feature of social enterprises lies in their drive to maximise social value 
for stakeholders instead of profits for shareholders (Austin et al., 2006). Barraket et 
al. (2010) capture these elements through their definition of social enterprises as 
organisations that “are led by an economic, social, cultural, or environmental mission 
consistent with a public or community benefit” (Barraket et al., 2010, p. 16). For the 
purpose of this research, a variation of this last definition is adopted, which 
deliberately excludes social enterprises as being led by an “economic” mission, given 
that the word “economic” may include conventional for-profit organisations. 
Accordingly, social enterprises are organisations that:  
 are led by a social, cultural, or environmental mission consistent with a 
public or community benefit;  
 trade to fulfil their mission;  
 derive a substantial portion of their income from trade; and 
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 reinvest the majority of their profit/surplus in the fulfilment of their 
mission.  
This definition highlights the emphasis on social mission underpinned by a 
commercial activity. 
The location of social enterprise research undertaken (in various parts of the 
world) also influences different perceptions and definitions of the term. In Europe, 
the EMES European Research network, which grouped research centres around the 
European Union in 1996 has developed a common understanding of social enterprise 
in the context of Europe (Galera & Borzaga, 2009). In Latin America, The Social 
Enterprise Knowledge Network (SEKN) was created in 2001 by six leading Latin-
American universities and the Harvard Business School in the US to provide 
research, teaching and training for the development of social entrepreneurship 
(Defourny & Nyssens, 2010). In the US, business schools create centres to study 
social enterprise such as the Center for the Advancement of Social Entrepreneurship 
at Duke University and the Social Enterprise Initiative at Harvard Business School 
(Kerlin, 2006). Different legal, economic and social norms in different locations 
impact the definition of social enterprise, resulting in alternative definitions. 
However, despite the differing definitions of social enterprises, the concepts of a 
social mission and commercial business operations remain central. 
2.3 SOCIAL ENTERPRISES AS HYBRID ORGANISATIONS 
As noted above, the definition of social enterprise has two central aspects, 
social (mission) and financial (commercial business operations), reflecting their 
hybridity; combining features of private and public sector organisations as a new 
form of organisation (Bannister, 2014; Battilana & Lee, 2014; Doherty et al., 2014; 
Pache & Santos, 2012). Hybrids are not able to be classified among conventional 
organisational forms (Doherty et al., 2014). Rather, social enterprises are a particular 
form of hybrid organisation (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Doherty et al., 2014; Pache & 
Santos, 2012) and engage in this hybrid structure in order to pursue dual (social and 
financial) objectives (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Birch & Whittam, 2008). Therefore, 
social enterprises not only face the concerns of for-profit enterprises such as 
customers, finances, suppliers and entry barriers, but they also face the challenges 
associated with achieving their social mission (Austin et al., 2006). This hybrid 
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structure with both social and financial goals is fundamental to social enterprises’ 
identity, and therefore, results in dual objectives and challenges associated with both 
non-profit and for-profit structures. 
There are several aspects regarding how social enterprises can be compared to 
and differentiated from for-profit enterprises and non-profit organisations. Austin et 
al. (2006) use four different variables to compare social enterprises to for-profit 
enterprises: social market failure, mission, resource mobilisation and performance 
measurement. These variables are shown in Table 2.1 and extended to consider for-
profit, social enterprise and non-profit organisations. In the categories identified by 
Austin et al. (2006) there are clear similarities between social enterprises and non-
profit organisations. The first category is market failure. While for-profit enterprises 
see an opportunity in an existing market, non-profit organisations and social 
enterprises see opportunity where there is a market failure to address a social need, 
and the opportunity for social change (Galera & Borzaga, 2009). This leads to the 
second variable, the organisation’s mission. While the goal of non-profit 
organisations is to create social value and for-profit organisations focus on financial 
value creation, social enterprises balance both social and financial objectives to 
create blended value (Austin et al., 2006; Doherty et al., 2014). The third category of 
resource mobilisation is different for social enterprises compared to both for-profit 
and non-profit organisations and they therefore manage them with different 
approaches (Austin et al., 2006). Specifically, social enterprises and non-profit 
organisations often face resource constraints (e.g. experienced staff, funding), while 
for-profit organisations less so (Young et al., 2012). The fourth category, 
performance measurement, is typically linked to mission, such that for-profit 
organisations have well established financial indicators, while non-profit 
organisations and social enterprises tend to focus on social performance, for which 
there are less well developed measures (Young et al., 2012). Comparing for-profit 
and non-profit organisations helps to understand and analyse social enterprises from 
different perspectives, incorporated in social enterprises. 
 Chapter 2: Literature Review 11 
Table 2.1: For-profit enterprises, social enterprises and non-profit organisations  
Variables For-profit enterprises Social enterprises Non-profit organisations 
Market failure An opportunity is found 
in an existing market. 
An opportunity is found 
where there is a market 
failure to address a social 
need.  
Commercial solution to 
address the social need. 
An opportunity is found 
where there is a market 
failure to address a social 
need. 
Mission Generate economic 
surplus for owners by 
selling goods and/or 
services. 
Address social and 
financial mission by 
selling goods and/or 
services. 
Address social mission 
through philanthropic 
funding, create social 
value. 
Resource 
mobilisation 
Better access to talent 
due to being able to 
compensate staff 
competitively. 
Constraints: limited 
access to talent, fewer 
funding institutions, and 
resources.  
Constraints: rely 
predominantly on 
donations. 
Performance 
measurement 
Well established financial 
indicators that help to 
measure these 
organisations’ 
performance. 
Measuring performance 
and social impact 
represents a challenge for 
these organisations due to 
lack of established 
performance measures. 
Measuring performance 
and social impact 
represents a challenge for 
these organisations. 
 
The dual objectives of social enterprises involve unique challenges, distinct 
from non-profit and for-profit structures. One particular challenge for third sector 
organisations, such as non-profit organisations with predominantly social operations, 
is the risk of mission drift, due to reliance on funders and meeting their expectations 
(Christensen & Ebrahim, 2006; Cordery et al., 2010). This is particularly important 
where there are dominant actors (e.g. donors) upon which the organisation is 
particularly dependent (Jones, 2007). In the context of social enterprises a similar 
risk may exist in relation to customers, as social enterprises’ “funders”, given their 
commercial focus. This risk may be exacerbated by dominant or important 
commercial customers, with increased power or influence, upon which the social 
enterprise is particularly dependent. This issue is a central focus for this research, as 
the importance of a dominant commercial customer to social enterprises’ ongoing 
funding might mean that their operations and accountability is focused on a 
particular individual or organisation due to the importance of that stakeholder to the 
social enterprise. 
Due to the limited theory on social enterprise accountability, this study draws 
on non-profit accountability literature to examine the research questions. Given 
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social enterprises are in a pre-paradigmatic stage (Nicholls, 2010), much work needs 
to be done in the area of developing and building theory. When a field such as social 
enterprise is pre-paradigmatic, it is important to understand the context of the 
phenomena (Weick, 1995). In developing theory, there are a number of important 
intermediate steps (theorising) as part of the process towards a fully developed 
theory (Bacharach, 1989). A theory can be defined as “a statement of relationships 
between units observed or approximated in the empirical world” (Bacharach, 1989, 
p. 498). In the context of social enterprises, Dacin, Dacin, and Matear (2010) contend 
that there is no need for a new theory. Rather, more can be gained by exploring the 
applicability of existing theories in a social enterprise context. By doing so, this 
study may help towards theorising in the context of social enterprises by challenging 
and extending existing accountability knowledge (Corley & Gioia, 2011). As noted 
in the context of entrepreneurship, theory needs to be contextualised to new 
phenomena for theory building (Zahra, 2007), achieved by using current theoretical 
frameworks (Zahra, 2007). Accordingly, this research uses accountability theory 
from non-profit literature, as this context involves both social and financial 
challenges that social enterprises may face (Ebrahim, 2010). By doing so, this study 
examines non-profit accountability theory’s application in the context of social 
enterprises, in order to address the research questions and understand social 
enterprise accountability practices. The following sections review literature on 
accountability theory and non-profit accountability more specifically, to consider 
potential implications for accountability in the context of social enterprises. 
2.4 ACCOUNTABILITY THEORY 
Accountability theory has been widely explored in the context of non-profit 
organisations. Accordingly, this section examines different accountability 
frameworks in the non-profit literature that may be relevant to social enterprises, as 
non-profit organisations also balance social and financial imperatives. 
The concept of accountability has been defined in various ways in the 
literature. It is used as a synonym for many different words with a wide variety of 
definitions (Bovens, 2010) and this broad use results in different understandings. 
Similar to definitions of social enterprise, definitions of accountability range from 
broad to narrow (Bovens, 2007). However, definitions are often incompatible, 
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making it difficult to synthesise the accountability research due to these variations 
(Bovens, 2010). As a general statement, the concept of accountability implies that 
actors have obligations to act in ways consistent with accepted standards of 
behaviour (Grant & Keohane, 2005). Messner (2009, p. 920) defines accountability 
as “to provide reasons for one’s behaviour, to explain and justify what one did or did 
not do”. This account helps to prevent conflicts arising from the difference between 
expectations and actions (Messner, 2009). Being accountable implies some 
responsibility to disclose actions and behaviours. To have that responsibility there 
must be an actor that has a special interest in those disclosures. 
A challenge that occurs when defining the term accountability is that its 
meaning and use can change depending on the context. Bovens (2010) observes that 
in the US literature, accountability is a normative concept evaluating the 
performance or behaviour of actors. Bovens (2010) also notes that in Canada, 
Europe, Australia and the UK, accountability is often used in a descriptive sense, as a 
way or mechanism in which a person or organisation can be held accountable by 
another person or organisation. The European Commission also uses this concept as 
a synonym for different words such as responsibility, transparency and clarity 
(Bovens, 2007). Furthermore, accountability not only changes across regions, but 
also across languages. Accountability is a term that is very difficult to translate to 
other languages, and therefore, to other cultures (Dubnick & Justice, 2004). In 
Spanish, Italian, Portuguese, French, German and Dutch synonyms of 
“responsibility” are used when referring to “accountability” (Bovens, 2007; Dubnick 
& Justice, 2004). Sinclair (1995) emphasises that accountability is not independent 
from its context. Thus, defining this term is complex and it must be understood 
within a specific context.  
Despite variations, there are some general concepts regarding accountability in 
non-profit organisations that help inform our understanding of this term. In the 
context of non-profit organisations, accountability is distinguished as accountability 
for what (Bovens, 2007; Ebrahim, 2010; Stone & Ostrower, 2007), accountability to 
whom (Bovens, 2007; Ebrahim, 2010; Stone & Ostrower, 2007), and accountability 
how (Bovens, 2007; Ebrahim, 2010). Given the importance of these three questions 
(to whom, for what and how) as a foundation for understanding accountability in a 
particular sector or context, this study adopts Ebrahim’s (2010) framework of these 
 14 Chapter 2:Literature Review 
three dimensions of accountability, to explore how they apply in social enterprises. 
These three elements are considered in further detail below and are used to 
investigate the research questions. 
2.5 TO WHOM SOCIAL ENTERPRISES ARE ACCOUNTABLE: ACCOUNTABILITY 
DIRECTIONS 
Accountability directions have been explored in the non-profit literature and 
vary depending on an organisation’s relationships with its stakeholders. In the 
context of non-profit organisations, Ebrahim (2010) identifies three types of 
accountability: upward, downward and horizontal. Upward accountability refers to 
relationships with powerful or influential stakeholders such as funders, government, 
or donors. Downward accountability refers to relationships with stakeholders who 
depend on the organisation, but typically have limited power, such as clients and 
beneficiaries (Ebrahim, 2003a). Horizontal accountability is motivated by a sense of 
responsibility (in contrast to often formal obligations to upward stakeholders) and 
implies accountability internally for mission and to staff of the organisation 
(Ebrahim, 2010).  
As accountability changes among organisations, it is understood that 
accountability is a relational concept that varies depending on the actors and 
organisations (Ebrahim, 2003a, 2010; Unerman & O'Dwyer, 2006). Accordingly, in 
contexts such as social enterprises, the accountability directions to various 
stakeholders may differ given the dual (social and financial) objectives of these 
organisations. In view of social enterprises’ financial objectives, commercial 
customers may be considered upward stakeholders, as social enterprises depend on 
them for funding. Hence, they possess power over the organisation’s profitability and 
commercial viability. In view of social enterprises’ social objectives, however, 
beneficiaries may be considered downward stakeholders (dependent on goods or 
services), based on the business model of the social enterprise.  
Commercial customers are important to social enterprises to access essential 
funding needed to fulfil social mission and support future operations. Therefore, as 
organisations with a commercial business model that addresses social objectives, 
social enterprises may have commercial customers that are potentially powerful 
stakeholders. As noted in Section 2.3, this is potentially relevant to all commercial 
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customers, but particularly relevant for dominant commercial customers upon which 
the social enterprise may depend. Hence, a distinction is made between social 
enterprises with a dominant commercial customer (i.e. one with power and influence 
due to the significant percentage of commercial funding through sales they contribute 
to the social enterprise) and a diversified commercial customer base (where 
individual commercial customers have less power or influence).  
Accountability directions to stakeholders of social enterprises may differ from 
those to stakeholders of non-profit organisations. These differences are due to the 
hybrid nature of social enterprises. Upward stakeholders may include social 
enterprises’ funders, the government as a regulator, and commercial customers. 
Similar to non-profit organisations (Ebrahim, 2010), downward accountability is 
expected to be exercised towards beneficiaries, while horizontal accountability is 
expected to be internal, directed to the staff of the social enterprises. Table 2.2 
summarises accountability directions to stakeholders in the context of social 
enterprises. 
Table 2.2: Accountability directions in the context of social enterprises 
Accountability direction Actors 
Upward Funding sources, government, commercial customers 
Downward Beneficiaries 
Horizontal Staff 
 
2.5.1 Accountability relationships  
Given that accountability is a relational concept, accountability relationships 
are explored in this section, to consider the type of accountability that social 
enterprises might exercise to their various stakeholders groups. 
In an organisational context such as social enterprises, accountability involves 
relationships between management and stakeholders. Individual relationships with 
different stakeholder groups affect how management balances the accountability of 
an organisation to different stakeholder groups (O'Dwyer & Unerman, 2007). As 
stakeholders possess a right to hold the organisation to account, this creates 
expectations from them regarding the organisations’ operations and results 
(Laughlin, 1990). However, these expectations will potentially differ depending on 
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the individual relationships between management and various stakeholder groups 
(Laughlin, 1990). Accordingly, one of the key challenges of management is to 
manage the various accountability relationships with key stakeholder groups 
(Ebrahim, 2003a), each of whom may have different concerns. In the context of 
social enterprises the concerns may be broadly focused on the organisation’s social 
and financial performance. Given the complex nature of accountability, success of 
social enterprises depends on management balancing the expectations of their 
multiple stakeholders for social enterprises’ dual objectives. 
Accountability relationships can be differentiated into formal and less formal 
types. Laughlin (1990) defines contractual accountability as formal accountability, 
with written and well defined expectations. Communal accountability refers to less 
formal accountability with expectations of a shared responsibility (Laughlin, 1990). 
These two types of accountability are consistent with the description by Roberts 
(1991) of hierarchical and socialising forms of accountability. Hierarchical 
accountability implies using objective standards to judge and compare results, with 
accounting information used to demonstrate such accountability. Socialising forms of 
accountability are generated in informal spaces of organisations and without power 
differences (Roberts, 1991). Within this form of accountability there is a more 
informal environment and a sense of shared, common objectives. Therefore, two 
main types of accountability are identified, one that is formal, and another that is less 
formal and less structured.  
The nature of these two types of accountabilities may depend on the level of 
trust between management and stakeholders. Broadbent, Dietrich, and Laughlin 
(1996) introduce the notion of trusting behaviour in accountability relationships 
among organisations, and note that when there is low trust between the superior and 
the subordinate, then a contractual (more formal) type of accountability is more 
likely to occur. Here the superior exercises control to make sure that its interests are 
taken into account. Conversely, when there is high trust between the superior and the 
subordinate, then a communal (less formal) type of accountability is more likely to 
be exercised in the organisation, such that the superior does not exercise formal 
control over the subordinates (Broadbent et al., 1996). More recently, Cordery et al. 
(2010) distinguish between controlling and collaborative accountability relationships. 
A controlling relationship is a formal type with well-defined expectations, while 
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collaborative is a less formal type of relationship, where actors work together. 
According to Cordery et al. (2010), in controlling relationships, the superior wants to 
make sure that the subordinate meets its responsibilities through reporting on its 
performance. Conversely, collaborative accountability gives freedom to managers on 
how best to act according to their own ideas (Cordery et al., 2010). However, if the 
trust is abused, it is implicit that a controlling type of accountability could instead be 
exercised in the future.  
In the context of social enterprises, management has a responsibility to account 
for organisational outcomes (social and financial performance). However, this 
responsibility may be influenced by commercial customers (central to social 
enterprises’ financial security) and dominant commercial customers in particular, 
which are important to the organisation’s financial performance. Therefore, having a 
dominant commercial customer may influence whether there is a formal or less 
formal type of accountability relationship. Literature on non-profit organisations 
notes the demands of dominant stakeholders (typically funders) often receive more 
attention than those of less powerful stakeholders (e.g. beneficiaries) regarding the 
direction of the organisation (Cordery et al., 2010). Laughlin (1990) also mentions 
that dominant stakeholders may enforce their accountability demands at the cost of 
other stakeholders. These perspectives on formal and informal accountability 
relationships are summarised in Table 2.3.  
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Table 2.3: Central accountability relationships: Formal versus less formal 
Literature Formal accountability Less formal accountability 
Laughlin 
(1990) 
 Contractual accountability 
 Written and well defined 
expectations 
 Communal accountability 
 No defined expectations 
Roberts 
(1991) 
 Hierarchical accountability 
 Objective standards, use of 
accounting information to 
demonstrate accountability 
 Socialising accountability 
 Informal accountability, no 
power differences 
Broadbent 
et al. 
(1996) 
 Concept of trusting behaviour in 
accountability relationships 
between managers and 
stakeholders 
 Low trust leads to contractual 
accountability 
 Concept of trusting behaviour in 
accountability relationships 
between managers and 
stakeholders 
 High trust leads to communal 
accountability 
Cordery 
et al. 
(2010) 
 Controlling relationship 
 Formal type of relationship based 
on contracts with well explained 
and defined expectations 
 Collaborative relationship 
 Less formal type of relationship, 
gives freedom to managers to act 
according to their idea of what is 
best 
 
In the context of non-profit organisations, accountability relationships with key 
stakeholders (e.g. donors, funders) are often characterised as formal, due to the 
significant investment and the accountability expectations in relation to that 
investment (O'Dwyer & Unerman, 2007). Accordingly, for social enterprises with a 
dominant commercial customer, a formal accountability may characterise a social 
enterprise’s relationship with this stakeholder due to the importance of the 
relationship to the social enterprise’s financial security. In contrast, a less formal 
accountability may be exercised in relation to the social enterprise’s small 
commercial customers. Similarly, for those social enterprises with a diversified 
commercial customer base, a less formal accountability may be exercised to all their 
commercial customers. These perspectives are summarised in Table 2.4 and will be 
considered in the context of social enterprises in practice. 
Table 2.4: Potential accountability relationships in the context of social enterprises 
 Formal accountability Less formal accountability 
Dominant commercial customers x  
Diversified commercial customer 
base 
 x 
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2.6 FOR WHAT ARE SOCIAL ENTERPRISES ACCOUNTABLE 
Social enterprises have been presented as organisations with dual objectives 
(social and financial). This section explores these two objectives and their 
implications for accountability. 
The two objectives that social enterprises pursue are social (mission) and 
financial (money) performance, generating a blend of social and economic value 
(Nicholls, 2009). These dual objectives typically require a surplus obtained from 
social enterprises’ commercial activities and the reinvestment of that surplus in their 
social mission in order to create value for society (Austin et al., 2006). This often 
means social impact is linked to how successful social enterprises are in revenue and 
profit generation (Doherty et al., 2014). However, in practice this is not always the 
case, as some of a social enterprise’s funding may be from donations and 
government support. In this situation (often in the early stages of a social enterprise’s 
life cycle), financial sustainability and performance is not necessarily represented by 
financial independence, but rather by financial security (Luke et al., 2013). Thus, 
understandings of social enterprises’ performance and accountability may differ. 
Accordingly, this research focuses specifically on accountability for social and 
financial performance, while exploring the perceptions of internal and external 
stakeholders regarding for what social enterprises are accountable. 
Emerson (2003) contends that all types of organisations, both non-profit and 
for-profit, create a blend of social and financial value. Specifically, the different 
types of values that social enterprises create cannot be separated, but rather are 
integrated, as the social and financial returns are considered interdependent 
components of value creation (Emerson, 2003; Nicholls, 2009). Maximising blended 
value is more challenging as the creation of predominantly social or economic value 
is considered easier to achieve (Bonini & Emerson, 2005). Therefore, this blended 
value creation is a challenge for social enterprises, as they are expected to be 
accountable for both social and financial performance. However, research examining 
whether, and if so how, social enterprises achieve this is limited (Doherty et al., 
2014). 
There are different dimensions of financial performance that are relevant to 
social enterprises: financial sustainability and financial independence. Luke et al. 
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(2013, p. 4) mention that the “underpinning objective of social enterprises is to be 
financially viable such that they can continue operating to serve their social mission”. 
Therefore, financial sustainability is relevant for social enterprises in order to 
continue their operations in the long-term (Thompson & Doherty, 2006). However, 
financial independence is social enterprises’ ultimate objective (Luke et al., 2013); 
being financially independent from grants to continue their operations. Therefore, 
these two different financial dimensions are relevant to social enterprises’ financial 
performance as they have the challenge of being both financially sustainable in the 
long-term and financially independent. 
2.6.1 Strategic, fiduciary, procedural and financial accountability 
There are different frameworks in the non-profit literature regarding for what 
organisations are accountable. This section explores one framework in particular due 
to its comprehensive nature, and considers its applicability to social enterprises. 
Social enterprises may use various accountability mechanisms for different 
purposes, depending on what type of accountability the organisation is trying to 
demonstrate. Dhanani and Connolly (2012) provide a framework for classifying 
accountability of non-profit organisations, which includes four different categories to 
explain specific forms of an organisation’s accountability: strategic, procedural, 
fiduciary and financial. In the context of non-profit organisations, strategic 
accountability refers to the organisation’s core purpose and mission (Cavill & Sohail, 
2007). This accountability is recognised in disclosures that include vision and 
mission, activities to fulfil the mission, and results that demonstrate the impact of the 
organisation’s actions and the achievement of its mission (Dhanani & Connolly, 
2012). Therefore, strategic accountability is also meant to account for long-term 
impacts of an organisation (Ebrahim, 2003a).  
Fiduciary accountability refers to the responsible management of resources on 
behalf of another. In this case, there is an agreement to do what is in the best interest 
of the person or organisation being represented. Non-profit literature usually refers to 
this concept as a relationship between the board of directors and the non-profit 
(Ebrahim, 2003b), where the board has a responsibility to manage the assets of the 
non-profit organisation (Friar & Vittori, 2015). In addition, non-profit literature 
expands this notion by noting the importance of the general public’s interests when 
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making important decisions (Stone & Ostrower, 2007). Dhanani & Connolly’s 
(2012) notion of fiduciary accountability is focused on governance and control of the 
organisation in order to demonstrate integrity and compliance. This accountability is 
motivated by how professionally organisations are managed and whether their funds, 
assets and future are preserved.  
Procedural accountability refers to the procedures underpinning actions 
(Siegel-Jacobs & Yates, 1996) and it is understood as internal to the organisation 
(Kaldor, 2003). Dhanani & Connolly’s (2012) framework notes this accountability as 
confirming that the operations and processes are aligned with social norms. It 
involves social awareness of how organisations are managed and how the objectives 
are achieved (Dhanani & Connolly, 2012). Financial accountability has been 
examined in the non-profit literature and it is related to the financial data produced 
by organisations (Keating & Frumkin, 2003). Dhanani & Connolly’s (2012) 
accountability framework views this accountability as the financial aspects of an 
organisation, including financial development and financial position. These four 
accountability categories help to identify for what non-profit organisations are 
accountable, and examine how they might demonstrate this accountability.  
The accountability framework by Dhanani and Connolly (2012) is developed in 
the context of non-profit organisations and thus may need to be modified for social 
enterprises. As noted above, strategic accountability is linked to the organisations’ 
mission and vision, while financial accountability is focused on the financial aspects 
of the organisations (Dhanani & Connolly, 2012). However, given the inherently 
hybrid nature of social enterprises, having dual objectives (social and financial) that 
are central to the organisations’ operations, arguably these objectives (and 
accountability for them) should not be kept separate. Table 2.5 shows Dhanani & 
Connolly’s (2012) accountability framework adapted for the context of social 
enterprises, where strategic and financial accountability are merged in one category 
(strategic accountability), given strategy goes beyond the social enterprise’s social 
mission and extends to the financial aspects of its core business operations. 
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Table 2.5: For what social enterprises are accountable  
Strategic accountability 
(What has been achieved) 
Fiduciary accountability 
(Procedures in relation to 
governance) 
Procedural accountability 
(How it has been achieved, 
internal operations) 
 Aims and objectives 
related to mission and 
vision 
 Activities, achievements 
and performance related 
to mission 
 Financial position 
 Effective financial 
policies 
 Organisational efficiency 
 Long-term strategies 
 Governance and control, 
considering the interests 
of both beneficiaries and 
the general public 
 Procedures underpinning 
actions 
 Ethical operations and 
policies regarding staff, 
beneficiaries and 
volunteers 
 
Adapted from Dhanani and Connolly (2012) 
 
2.7 HOW SOCIAL ENTERPRISES ARE ACCOUNTABLE: ACCOUNTABILITY 
MECHANISMS 
Accountability mechanisms from non-profit literature are explored in this 
section, given their relevance in understanding how social enterprises are 
accountable (Ebrahim, 2010). 
Accountability mechanisms that non-profit organisations use are identified in 
the literature and relate to different dimensions from which accountability can be 
examined. Christensen and Ebrahim (2006, p. 196) define accountability 
mechanisms as “distinct activities or processes designed to ensure particular kinds of 
results”. Mechanisms change depending on the type of accountability, which can 
vary from formal to informal (Christensen & Ebrahim, 2006). The five broad 
mechanisms discussed by Ebrahim (2010) in the context of non-profit organisations 
are disclosures, performance assessment, participation, self-regulation and adaptive 
learning. These mechanisms help to demonstrate accountability, as one of the most 
important goals of reporting is to inform stakeholders about the decisions and actions 
of the organisation (Cooper & Owen, 2007).  
Each of the mechanisms identified by Ebrahim (2010) is distinguished as either 
a tool or as a process. Accountability tools are defined as “the devices or techniques 
used to achieve accountability” (Ebrahim, 2003a, p. 815), while accountability 
processes are broader and less tangible (Ebrahim, 2003a). Disclosure statements are 
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the most widely used tools of accountability, as in many countries these are required 
from non-profit organisations by law (Ebrahim, 2010). Disclosure statements and 
reports include financial reports such as statement of financial position, income 
statement, cash flow statement and statement of changes in equity (Ebrahim, 2010). 
Performance assessment tools includes external and internal evaluations; the former 
typically for funders of the organisation and the latter by the organisation itself 
(Ebrahim, 2010). The objective of external evaluations is to assess whether 
organisational objectives were met, as this likely impact on future funding. Internal 
evaluations assess the organisations’ own advancement towards its goals (Ebrahim, 
2010). Therefore, tools help organisations to demonstrate accountability by showing 
the outcomes of actions that have been achieved. 
Accountability processes involve self-regulation, participation and adaptive 
learning (Ebrahim 2010). Self-regulation involves efforts by an organisation to create 
performance and behaviour codes (Ebrahim, 2010). Participation refers to the extent 
to which stakeholders, including beneficiaries are involved in decision making 
regarding an organisation’s activities (Ebrahim, 2010). Adaptive learning refers to 
the efforts made by an organisation to create an environment of reflection and critical 
analysis to improve operations and achieve its mission (Ebrahim, 2010). These 
efforts may include a supportive learning environment, concrete learning processes 
and supportive leadership (Ebrahim, 2010). Therefore, accountability processes lead 
to better accountability by enhancing and promoting learning in the organisation to 
foster improvement. While these accountability processes were developed in the 
specific context of non-profit organisations, this framework is a useful foundation for 
examining accountability in social enterprises, given the social objectives common to 
non-profit organisations and social enterprises, and the relevance of these 
mechanisms to financial as well as social performance.  
Although accountability tools and processes are identified in the literature, 
challenges exist for social enterprises in reporting both social and financial 
performance. In terms of social performance, literature has noted managerial 
challenges on how to report on social accountability (Battilana & Lee, 2014), which 
may be due in part to managerial confusion on the formal accountability mechanisms 
available (O'Dwyer & Unerman, 2007). In terms of financial performance, as social 
enterprises are commercial organisations, accountability tools such as financial 
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statements (typically used by for-profit organisations) might be expected to be 
commonly used. However, in practice, social enterprises do not necessarily report 
using financial statements, but rather adopt a range of different measures, including 
Social Return on Investment, balanced scorecard, and performance dashboards (Luke 
et al., 2013; Nicholls, 2009). Therefore, although literature on third sector 
organisations has reviewed accountability mechanisms, social enterprises still face 
challenges in what and how to report to demonstrate accountability. Accordingly, it 
is necessary to explore accountability mechanisms used by social enterprises in 
practice to understand the range of approaches and mechanisms adopted to 
effectively discharge accountability. 
2.8 STAKEHOLDER THEORY 
The previous sections have explored the issues of to whom, for what and how 
social enterprises are accountable, noting the importance of stakeholders to each of 
these questions. Accordingly, this section reviews aspects of stakeholder theory in 
the context of social enterprises, relevant to these three accountability dimensions. 
There are multiple stakeholder concepts, definitions and theories that are used 
by different authors. The traditional definition of stakeholders provided by Freeman 
(1984, p. 46) is “any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the 
achievement of the organisation’s objectives”. The main groups of stakeholders 
relevant to for-profit organisations are customers, employees, local communities, 
suppliers, distributors and shareholders (Freeman, 1984). As noted previously 
however (Section 2.5), in a third sector context such as non-profit organisations, 
stakeholders also include clients (beneficiaries) and funding bodies (Ebrahim, 2010). 
Donaldson and Preston (1995) classify stakeholder theory as descriptive, 
instrumental and normative. Descriptive stakeholder theory describes firms’ 
behaviour, such as the firm’s nature and how firms are being managed (Donaldson & 
Preston, 1995). Instrumental stakeholder theory examines the connection between 
stakeholder management and the achievement of the organisation’s goals, 
emphasising that effective stakeholder management leads to better performance 
(Donaldson & Preston, 1995). Normative stakeholder theory highlights functional, 
moral or philosophical guidelines regarding how organisations should operate and be 
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managed (Donaldson & Preston, 1995). In summary, descriptive, instrumental and 
normative perspectives address three different questions:  
 what happens? (descriptive);  
 what happens if? (instrumental); and  
 what should happen? (normative) (Jones, 1995). 
Hörisch, Freeman, and Schaltegger (2014) extend this framework by adding 
integrative theory, recognising that descriptive, instrumental and normative aspects 
of stakeholder theory are inextricably connected. This research predominantly 
explores normative and instrumental perspectives of stakeholder theory; the former 
due to the intrinsically moral dimension to social enterprises and the latter due to 
limited resources of social enterprises and the potential effects that a powerful 
stakeholder (e.g. dominant customer) may have on stakeholder management. A 
normative perspective of stakeholder theory suggests that managers should take into 
account the interests of all stakeholders (Donaldson & Preston, 1995). However, 
focusing on a wide variety of stakeholders might have negative impacts on 
organisations operating with resource constraints. An instrumental perspective to 
stakeholder theory suggests that focusing on the main stakeholders’ interests leads to 
more value creation (Clarkson, 1995; Laplume, Sonpar, & Litz, 2008). While 
researchers have attempted to combine theoretical perspectives (normative and 
instrumental) (Jones & Wicks, 1999), the stark differences between the two types are 
noted (Freeman, 1999), and therefore remain separate in the literature (Laplume et 
al., 2008). This theoretical framework is used to examine the question of to whom 
social enterprises are accountable, and inform how this affects the accountability 
approaches of social enterprises in practice. Table 2.6 summarises the types of 
stakeholder theory. 
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Table 2.6: Types of Stakeholder Theory  
Stakeholder 
theory 
Focus Question addressed 
Descriptive Description of what the organisation is and how firms 
are being managed. 
What happens?  
Instrumental  Link between stakeholder management and the 
achievement of the organisation’s objectives.  
What happens if? 
Normative Discussion of the organisation’s function, moral or 
philosophical guidelines of the organisation’s 
operations.  
What should happen? 
Integrative Descriptive, instrumental and normative perspectives 
are linked. 
What happens? What 
happens if? What should 
happen?  
 
2.8.1 Stakeholder management 
Management of stakeholders is important and there are many ways in which 
social enterprise managers can identify and manage their stakeholder groups. 
Organisations’ success is linked with successful stakeholder management, since the 
objective of strategic management is to satisfy stakeholders (Bryson, 2004). This is 
important from an accountability perspective as key stakeholders play a significant 
role in forming accountability standards (Dixon, Ritchie, & Siwale, 2006; Ebrahim, 
2003a, 2005; O'Dwyer & Unerman, 2007). Therefore, according to an instrumental 
approach, strategic attention to key stakeholders may help to ensure an organisation’s 
success, depending on their stake in the organisation. The power-interest grid 
presented by Ackermann and Eden (2011) is a tool that organisations can use to 
determine management of their stakeholders based on the level of power and interest 
they hold. While this tool is promoted to analyse strategic stakeholder management 
for organisations in general, it has not yet been considered in the specific context of 
social enterprises. 
According to Ackermann and Eden (2011) by examining the importance of 
each stakeholder group, management can determine their strategic responses based 
on stakeholder groups’ power and interest. The power-interest grid groups 
stakeholders in four sections as subjects, players, crowd and context setters. The 
upper two categories involve direct stakeholders who have high interest in the 
organisation. The two lower categories are “potential stakeholders” as they do not 
have a direct interest in the organisation (Ackermann & Eden, 2011, p. 183). While 
this typology was not developed for a specific sector (e.g. private, public, or third 
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sector), examination of this framework in the context of third sector organisations 
and social enterprises in particular, suggests that actors in these categories may vary 
among different types of organisations. 
Arguably, the categories proposed by Ackermann & Eden (2011) are relevant 
to social enterprises. “Subjects”, considered having high interest but no power, 
would likely be beneficiaries in the context of social enterprises. As actors with 
limited power over the social enterprise, beneficiaries may be unlikely to make 
demands, but feel grateful to receive support. In terms of social enterprises, “players” 
(referred to as powerful actors requiring sustained managerial attention) may include 
commercial customers, and any other type of funding source on which the social 
enterprise depends for its ongoing operations (Ackermann & Eden, 2011). As actors 
with high power, they may be more likely than beneficiaries (subjects) to make 
demands and set expectations. “Crowd” would likely be those stakeholders that are 
external to the organisation (e.g. community). “Context setters” are those 
stakeholders with high power and low (direct) interest and therefore may involve 
government as a regulator (Ackermann & Eden, 2011). Employees are not 
considered in one single category, as their power and influence may depend on the 
role or position of their employment. Figure 2.1 shows the power and interest grid 
adapted for social enterprises as a basis for analysing stakeholder management of 
social enterprises in practice, considering both power and interest.  
A. Subjects 
 Beneficiaries 
B. Players 
 Commercial customers 
 Other funders/investors 
C. Crowd 
 Community 
 
D. Context setters 
 Government as a regulator 
 
 
Figure 2.1: Power and interest grid of stakeholder management strategies for social enterprises 
Adapted from Ackermann and Eden (2011) 
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2.9 LEGITIMACY THEORY 
Having examined accountability and stakeholder theory in the context of social 
enterprises, this section explores aspects of legitimacy theory relevant to social 
enterprises’ accountability in terms of to whom, for what and how. 
Accountability is important for social enterprises, as it helps foster their 
legitimacy. As organisations that intend to create social value, social enterprises are 
considered (often implicitly) to show a clear sense of accountability to the 
communities that they serve and for the social outcomes that they pursue (Dees, 
1998). Arguably, however, accountability is a more complex challenge for social 
enterprises, as they are accountable to a variety of stakeholders for both social and 
financial performance (Austin et al., 2006; Doherty et al., 2014). Thus, social 
enterprises not only have stakeholders typically associated with for-profit 
organisations for their commercial activities, but also stakeholders associated with 
non-profit organisations related to their social mission (beneficiaries). Therefore, 
demonstrating dual accountability may be a challenge, yet this is important for social 
enterprises, in order to establish legitimacy by communicating their performance 
(Bovens, 2010; Connolly & Kelly, 2011). Internally, dual accountability reinforces 
the identity and internal legitimacy of social enterprises. Externally, accountability 
enables social enterprises to achieve social and financial legitimacy from their 
stakeholders (Connolly & Kelly, 2011). However, how they demonstrate such 
accountability has received only limited attention to date. 
One way for an organisation to obtain legitimacy is by fulfilling its objectives. 
The social nature of social enterprises might imply that obtaining legitimacy is 
almost a given as these enterprises are focused on creating social value. However, if 
social enterprises are not successful in fulfilling their social and financial objectives 
then they may face threats to their continuation and survival (Connolly & Kelly, 
2011). Management can gain legitimacy by using accountability mechanisms that 
demonstrate that the organisation’s values, beliefs and outcomes are aligned with 
stakeholders’ expectations and demands (Dhanani & Connolly, 2012). Social 
enterprises can also communicate their legitimacy through performance evaluation 
highlighting outcomes and impacts (Luke et al., 2013). However, being accountable 
to stakeholders does not automatically mean that social enterprises gain legitimacy, 
given a gap may exist between the expectations of stakeholders and what the 
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organisation is actually achieving (O’Donovan, 2002). This gap is referred to as the 
difference between how an organisation should act and how an organisation does act 
(Deegan, 2002). Further, managers within different organisations may potentially 
have different strategies to bridge this gap (stakeholder management), and thus 
achieve legitimacy by managing stakeholders’ expectations. 
For social enterprises, operational legitimacy is essential, but this may differ 
for social and financial operations. Suchman (1995, p. 574) defines legitimacy as “a 
generalised perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, 
proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, 
beliefs, and definitions”. This desirable characteristic is based on the idea that 
organisations do not have an automatic right to access resources or to exist, and 
society is the entity that gives organisations legitimacy status (Deegan, 2002; 
O’Donovan, 2002). Demonstrating legitimacy is important for social enterprises as 
the survival and prosperity of these organisations depends on their legitimacy 
(Sarpong & Davies, 2014). However, the importance of legitimacy for social 
enterprises may differ between social and commercial operations. Similar to non-
profit organisations, legitimacy for social operations is essential for social enterprises 
(Connolly & Kelly, 2011). However, it may be argued that legitimacy for 
commercial operations is less essential, given social enterprises which are not 
financially independent (e.g. rely partially on grants) are not necessarily seen as 
failing. This is an important distinction from private sector for-profit organisations, 
potentially due to an implicit understanding of the challenges in establishing a 
commercial business where there has been previously been market failure (Doherty 
et al., 2014). Thus, given social enterprises create blended value (i.e. social and 
financial), legitimacy through accountability for social and financial operations are 
important considerations.  
Table 2.7 summarises theory developed in the context of non-profit 
organisations that has been considered in the context of social enterprise literature, 
and will be explored through an examination of social enterprises in practice. 
Specifically, it involves consideration of accountability to whom, for what and how, 
underpinned by stakeholder and legitimacy theories.  
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Table 2.7: Frameworks of accountability explored in this research 
Accountability theory 
To whom For what How 
 Upward 
 Downward 
 Horizontal (Ebrahim, 
2010) 
Based on: 
 Formal relationship 
 Less formal 
relationship (Laughlin, 
1990; Roberts, 1991; 
Broadbent, 1996; 
Cordery et al, 2010) 
 Strategic 
 Fiduciary 
 Procedural (Dhannai 
and Connolly, 2012) 
Accountability mechanisms  
 Accountability tools  
 Accountability 
processes (Ebrahim, 
2010) 
Stakeholder management (Ackermann and Eden, 2011) 
Stakeholder theory: 
 Normative 
 Instrumental 
Legitimacy theory 
 
2.10 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
As accountability is important for organisations in the public, private and third 
sectors, there is a distinct body of literature that focuses on exploring accountability 
in each of these contexts. For organisations with a social mission, most of this 
literature is found in the context of non-profit organisations (Christensen & Ebrahim, 
2006), including NGOs (Ebrahim, 2003a; Gray, Bebbington, & Collison, 2006; 
Unerman & O'Dwyer, 2006) and charities (Dhanani & Connolly, 2012), with little 
found on social enterprises. Specifically, as there is “a need for a greater 
understanding of how organisations account for both social and financial value” 
(Doherty et al., 2014, p. 14) this research aims to address this gap by examining the 
over-arching research question: How are social enterprises accountable for their 
social and financial performance? 
While accountability is one of the key constructs for this research, an 
examination of the literature revealed there is no agreement on this concept (Bovens, 
2007, 2010; Dart, 2004). Accordingly, one focus of this research is to explore how 
different stakeholders of social enterprises understand accountability. A 
differentiation between internal and external stakeholders is made, given the 
potentially different perspectives of the two groups, with the objective of comparing 
findings between these groups. As such, the following two sub-questions are:  
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SQ1: How do external stakeholders of social enterprises understand 
accountability? 
This sub-question intends to explore what interpretations of accountability 
customers of social enterprises have and what stakeholders think accountability 
means in the context of social enterprises. A focus on customers reflects the 
commercial nature of social enterprises, and the importance of customers to social 
enterprises’ ongoing social and financial operations. 
 SQ2: How do internal stakeholders of social enterprises understand 
accountability? 
This sub-question will examine how managers and employees of social 
enterprises understand accountability in the context of social enterprises. Findings 
will be compared with the understanding of accountability from external 
stakeholders’ perspectives to consider similarities and differences among these two 
groups.  
As social enterprises may have different stakeholders to whom they are 
accountable, a further focus of this research is exploring accountability to these 
various stakeholder groups. Ebrahim (2010) identifies directions of accountability in 
the non-profit sector as upward, downward and horizontal accountability (see Section 
2.5). As such, the following research sub-question will enable evaluation of how this 
model fits in the context of social enterprises:  
SQ3: To whom are social enterprises accountable? 
This sub-question will explore the multiple stakeholder groups to whom 
managers of social enterprises feel accountable, and the directions of such 
accountability.  
Social enterprises’ core objectives are their social mission and their financial 
performance. For this research it is therefore assumed that social enterprises are 
predominantly accountable for these dual objectives. However, this research will also 
explore for what social enterprises are accountable from the perspective of different 
(internal and external) stakeholder groups. Therefore, the fourth research sub-
question is: 
 SQ4: For what are social enterprises accountable? 
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This sub-question will be examined from the perspective of managers, 
customers and employees of social enterprises. Findings will be compared across 
groups, providing a greater understanding of managers’ perceptions of accountability 
in their organisation; and identify similarities and differences between internal and 
external stakeholder perceptions. 
There are different mechanisms that are explained in the literature that social 
enterprises can use to discharge accountability for social and financial performance. 
Some of these include disclosure statements, performance assessments, financial 
statements, SROI, balanced scorecard and performance dashboards (Ebrahim, 2003a, 
2010; Luke et al., 2013; Nicholls, 2009). However, adoption of these mechanisms 
has not yet been explored in the social enterprise sector in general, and the Australian 
social enterprise sector in particular. This leads to the following research sub-
question: 
SQ5: What mechanisms of accountability do social enterprises employ? 
This sub-question will explore the accountability mechanisms that are being 
used by social enterprises and will facilitate analysis of whether there is a conscious 
intention to adopt different accountability mechanisms for different stakeholder 
groups.  
It is not only important to understand the mechanisms of accountability that 
social enterprises use, but also how these mechanisms vary among different 
stakeholders. Further, given the commercial nature of social enterprises and the 
importance of customers to social enterprises’ business model, the potential for 
larger dominant customers to have more influence over social enterprises’ operations 
has been noted (Section 2.3). Thus, the following sub-research question intends to 
explore potential differences in accountability relationships when there is a variation 
in customer dominance. 
SQ6: Does accountability change depending on commercial customer 
dominance of social enterprises? 
Addressing this research sub-question in the context of social enterprises with 
and without a dominant commercial customer will enable comparison of whether 
commercial customer dominance impacts upon the accountability of social 
enterprises. Further, it will allow consideration of whether variation in customer 
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dominance also changes the balance of accountability between social and financial 
performance. For this research, a dominant commercial customer was considered as 
one where the manager of the social enterprise identifies a main commercial 
customer.2 Figure 2.2 summarises the research sub-questions and the main 
accountability issues to be explored. 
 
Figure 2.2: Research sub-questions 
 
2.11 SUMMARY OF THIS CHAPTER 
Social enterprises are organisations that have numerous benefits for society. 
However, given the emergent nature of social enterprises (Bissola & Imperatori, 
2012), there is limited research on them and their accountability more specifically. 
Research on accountability of social enterprises will help to understand how these 
organisations demonstrate accountability for their dual objectives to whom, for what 
and how. Further, examining dominance versus diversity of social enterprises’ 
commercial customer base will help in exploring the potential influences on 
accountability for social and financial performance, embracing a stakeholder 
approach to accountability. This chapter has explored different theories in the non-
profit accountability literature and examined their application to social enterprises. 
The following chapter outlines the methodology regarding how these theories and the 
associated research questions were examined in practice.  
                                                          
 
 
2 Dominant commercial customers were initially considered in terms of a percentage of the social 
enterprise’s revenue (e.g. 25%). However, the lack of guidelines in extant literature and the variation 
in commercial income among social enterprises meant it was more appropriate to consider “dominant” 
as the main (largest in terms of commercial revenue) customer identified by the social enterprise. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 
The previous chapter detailed the theoretical concepts and research questions 
central to this research. This chapter presents the methodology used to address the 
research questions, including the research perspective, research strategy and 
sampling strategy chosen to explore accountability of social enterprises. Section 3.2 
explains the philosophical approach used for this research. Section 3.3 discusses the 
rationale for case study design. Section 3.4 describes the sampling strategy chosen 
for this research project. Section 3.5 provides details about data collection methods 
and rationales for interviews and questionnaires. Section 3.6 outlines the data 
analysis and coding processes. Section 3.7 describes the ethical considerations. 
Section 3.8 explains steps taken to support the trustworthiness and rigor of the 
research. The limitations of the research design are detailed in Section 3.9. Section 
3.10 summarises this chapter. 
3.2 RESEARCH PERSPECTIVE 
A range of possible perspectives can be followed in research (Creswell, 2013) 
and stating the methodological stance from which the research was conducted helps 
to understand the assumptions and influences over the research project (Crotty, 
1998). As stated in Chapter 2, the broad intention of this study is to understand how 
social enterprises are accountable for their social and financial mission. Since social 
enterprises have been subject to limited examination until very recently (Gras & 
Mendoza-Abarca, 2014), and there is also very little research on the management of 
stakeholder relationships within social enterprises (Bissola & Imperatori, 2012), an 
exploratory study was considered appropriate. Therefore, this study aimed to gain an 
understanding of accountability of social enterprises, as well as the stakeholder 
influences that might impact on this accountability. 
In examining social enterprises’ accountability to whom, for what and how, the 
intention was to explore the understanding of internal and external stakeholders. 
Therefore, the research paradigm used for this study is interpretivism. With this 
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paradigm, reality is perceived as being socially constructed (Willis, 2007), through 
interaction between humans and objects (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2010). Willis (2007, 
p. 99) notes that the objective of interpretivism is to gain “an understanding of a 
particular situation or context rather than focus on the discovery of universal laws or 
rules”. As a result, this research focused on gaining an understanding of 
accountability in the context of social enterprises. This research paradigm offers 
flexibility in terms of the data collection methods considered acceptable, as both 
quantitative and qualitative research methods are viewed as appropriate, whereby 
reflections on the data are an important source of knowledge (Willis, 2007). Table 
3.1 summarises the key features of this paradigm. 
Table 3.1: Interpretivism as a research paradigm 
 Interpretivism 
Nature of reality Socially constructed 
Purpose of research Reflect understanding 
Acceptable methods and data Subjective and objective research methods, 
quantitative and qualitative 
 
Adapted from Willis (2007) 
 
3.3 RATIONALE FOR CASE STUDY RESEARCH DESIGN 
The type of question within a research project is usually linked with the kinds 
of research instruments to be used (Stake, 1995). As mentioned in Chapter 2, the 
broad research question of this study is “how are social enterprises accountable for 
their social and financial objectives?”. As a “how” question, it involves 
understandings of a particular topic addressed through qualitative research 
instruments (Bouma & Ling, 2004). Qualitative methods are appropriate as this 
research has an exploratory nature (Marshall & Rossman, 2010), and little is known 
about the phenomenon under investigation, or the context in which the research is 
conducted (Blaikie, 2010).  
The literature review in the previous chapter identified a number of research 
questions for consideration in the context of social enterprises in practice. 
Accordingly, a multiple case study methodology was chosen to examine the 
approaches to accountability adopted by four different social enterprises, in order to 
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explore differences and similarities between the cases. In particular, multiple case 
study methodology offers appropriate flexibility to study the social enterprises from 
an exploratory viewpoint, by examining accountability from different stakeholder 
perspectives based on a range of primary and secondary data, providing a deeper 
understanding of social enterprises’ accountability in practice. 
A case study is described as “an empirical enquiry that investigates 
phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context” (Yin, 2009, p. 13). This 
methodology has previously been used for investigating both accountability and 
social enterprise (Bissola & Imperatori, 2012; Cordery et al., 2010; Nicholls, 2009; 
Young et al., 2012; Yousefpour, Barraket, & Furneaux, 2012). However, a gap 
remains in the research regarding the accountability issues explored in this study. 
Case studies have the potential to richly describe the existence of a phenomenon 
(Aaker, Vohs, & Mogilner, 2010), which is the intention of this research. As there is 
not a fully developed theory on social enterprises (Nicholls, 2010), this study aims to 
extend existing theory in this area. Accordingly, case study research methodology 
was appropriate as it is considered to be a valuable methodology that enables theory 
building (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007a; Flyvbjerg, 2006). 
There were several advantages of using case studies for this research. First, this 
approach copes with the distinctive situation in which there are numerous factors of 
interest (Yin, 2009). As this research involved studying different organisations, there 
are multiple variables that can be compared between the organisations, whilst 
maintaining a focus on accountability of social enterprises. Second, case study 
methodology deals with multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 2009). Such multiplicity 
was appropriate for this research given a rich understanding of key stakeholders’ 
perceptions and social enterprises’ actions in demonstrating accountability was 
needed. Third, this research involved data from a variety of sources, and a strength of 
case study methodology is that multiple sources of data can be examined and 
integrated (Yin, 2009). In summary, case studies are an all-encompassing strategy 
that helped to gain a deep understanding of social enterprises’ accountability. 
Multiple case study methodology was used, as it provides many advantages. 
First, multiple case studies enable rich and deep exploration of the research questions 
and permit a more robust study (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007b; Yin, 2009). Further, 
it allows the researcher to obtain a holistic understanding of the units of analysis (i.e. 
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social enterprises) and characteristics of real-life events (Yin, 2009). A multiple case 
study methodology was also helpful in providing multiple perspectives and insights 
into the differences that exist between the four social enterprises being analysed, in 
terms of how they understand and exercise accountability. It also offered the 
advantage of doing research in real situations and understanding the phenomenon of 
interest as it happens in practice (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Accordingly, four cases were 
chosen for this research in order to facilitate cross-case comparison, as well as an 
appropriate depth of exploration within each case (Stake, 2005; Yin, 2009). 
3.4 SAMPLING STRATEGY 
This research employed purposive sampling to explore social enterprises’ 
accountability with respect to potentially contrasting patterns in commercial income 
streams. The original intention for this research was to access two social enterprises 
with a dominant commercial customer and two social enterprises with a diversified 
commercial customer base. However, the final sample included one social enterprise 
with a dominant commercial customer and three social enterprises with a diversified 
commercial customer base. A manager of a fifth social enterprise was interviewed, 
however, due to only limited data collection relevant to accountability, the social 
enterprise was not included for the purpose of this study. Despite the sample profile, 
purposive sampling around different commercial customer bases (dominant versus 
diversified) allowed an in-depth understanding of accountability within and across 
the four cases (Patton, 1990). 
Two criteria were established to identify participants for this study. The first 
criterion was related to the customer dominance of social enterprises (diversified 
versus dominant commercial customer). This design was intended to examine 
potential differences in accountability approaches taken by social enterprises due to 
differences in customer dominance. As mentioned in Chapter 2 (Section 2.3), this 
criterion was chosen due to the dual objectives that social enterprises have, with 
commercial operations underpinning social objectives. Contrasting cases helped to 
understand potential tensions between accountability for social mission and financial 
performance in the context of social enterprises’ commercial operations. 
The second criterion was in relation to the geographical area where social 
enterprises based their operations. Only social enterprises operating in Queensland, 
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Australia were the focus of this study. Chapter 1 (Section 1.2) detailed the 
importance of the Australian context in examining social enterprises, and Queensland 
represents a unique and under-researched setting to study social enterprises. Social 
Traders, an important social enterprise development organisation in Australia is 
based in Melbourne, Victoria. Of the 13 case studies available online by Social 
Traders (at the time this research was undertaken), 11 focus on social enterprises in 
Victoria and two focus on social enterprises in New South Wales. However, only 
limited research has been undertaken on social enterprises in Queensland.  
There were several steps taken to identify the four social enterprises 
participating in this study. First, 72 organisations based in Queensland, Australia, 
which identified as social enterprises, were reviewed from the Social Traders 
database of social enterprises. Second, the webpages of the social enterprises that 
met the above criteria were searched for contact details (a low response was expected 
as the contact details found on the website were mostly for general contact 
information). Third, all social enterprises identified in steps one and two were 
contacted by the researcher to participate in the research project. In addition, social 
enterprises were identified at a social enterprise event in Brisbane, where social 
enterprise managers were promoting information about their organisation to the 
public. For the social enterprises that expressed interest in this study, a manager of 
the social enterprise was identified and invited to participate in an interview of 
approximately one hour. An e-mail was sent to each manager providing details of 
this study, requesting confirmation to participate in an interview, and requesting 
involvement of three employees and three customers from each social enterprise. 
Social enterprise managers were also asked whether they had a dominant or 
diversified commercial customer base. 
Within-case sampling provided a number of advantages for this research. As 
there are many characteristics regarding social enterprises, within-case sampling 
helped focus the research on accountability of these organisations (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994). Miles and Huberman (1994) highlight three characteristics of 
within-case sampling: it is almost always nested, it is theoretically driven and it has 
an iterative quality. The first characteristic, in the context of this study, refers to 
accountability being studied directly within social enterprises, within the Queensland 
region and indirectly within services and manufacturing industries (Miles & 
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Huberman, 1994). The second characteristic of within-case sampling (i.e. that 
sampling must be theoretically driven) means that the sampling choice is made to 
meet conditions under which the theory operates, instead of making the sample 
representative or generalisable to the whole population (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
This was applied to consider whether differences in the concentration of commercial 
customers affect to whom, for what and how social enterprises are accountable. The 
third characteristic of within-case sampling, the iterative quality, refers to the 
sampling decisions that are made within cases, such as the people, documents and 
observations that form part of the research (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  
Miles and Huberman (1994) propose different sampling parameters and 
possible sampling choices that involve settings, actors, events and processes, which 
are shown in Table 3.2. In the context of this research, the first sampling parameter, 
the setting, involved interviews held with managers at QUT or the social enterprises’ 
premises. The second parameter, the actors, were managers, customers and 
employees of the participating social enterprises. The third parameter, the events, 
involved interviews with managers and questionnaires sent to customers and 
employees. Customer and employee questionnaires focused on how they understand 
accountability and how the social enterprises were accountable to them. The fourth 
parameter, the processes, focused on the accountability approaches taken by social 
enterprises and whether accountability changed when there was a difference in 
commercial customer dominance between the organisations. 
Table 3.2: Sampling parameters for data collection 
Sampling parameters 
for data collection 
Relevance for this research 
Setting Three interviews at academic office premises and one interview at the social 
enterprises’ premises 
Actors Managers, employees and customers of social enterprises 
Events Interviews and questionnaires regarding to whom, for what and how social 
enterprises are accountable to stakeholders  
Processes Accountability approaches taken by social enterprises, examining potential 
differences in light of customer base variations 
 
3.4.1 Profile of participating social enterprises 
All of the organisations in this study were based in Queensland and all had an 
employment-related social mission focusing on employment for disadvantaged 
 Chapter 3: Methodology 41 
people, people with disabilities (physical or intellectual), minority groups (e.g. 
Indigenous Australians, non-Australians, non-English speaking) and the elderly. 
Alter (2006, p. 217) defines the employment business model in the context of social 
enterprises as providing “employment opportunities and job training to its target 
population: people with high barriers to employment”. All social enterprises 
explicitly identified their social mission as part of their operations, and customers 
were aware of this social mission. Regarding legal form, all four social enterprises 
were registered as charities.  
As noted in Section 2.11, a social enterprise with a dominant commercial 
customer was considered one where the social enterprise explicitly stated the 
enterprise as having one dominant commercial customer (in terms of revenue). In 
contrast, a social enterprise with a diversified commercial customer base was one 
where the manager of the social enterprise stated it had a diverse range of 
commercial customers, with no dominant commercial customer. For the purpose of 
maintaining confidentiality, the four organisations are not identified by name. Table 
3.3 presents a summary profile of the participating social enterprises as at the time of 
data collection (March 2015).  
Table 3.3: Summary profile of participating social enterprises 
 Social Enterprise A Social Enterprise B Social Enterprise C Social Enterprise D 
Social 
mission 
Employment  Employment Employment  Employment 
Size of 
operation 
> 50 employees ≥ 5 employees ≥ 5 employees > 25 employees 
Time of 
operation 
< 3 years > 30 years < 3 years  > 20 years 
Commercial 
customer 
base 
Dominant Diversified  Diversified Diversified 
Industry Services Services Manufacturing Manufacturing 
Legal form Charity Charity Charity Charity 
 
3.5 DATA COLLECTION 
This research used multiple types of data to gain in-depth knowledge of the 
organisations (Yin, 1994). Two broad sources of data examined were primary data 
and secondary data. Primary data was gathered in relation to three key stakeholder 
groups of social enterprises: managers, customers, and employees. Primary data 
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included information gathered from interviews with managers and questionnaires to 
a small sample of employees and customers of the social enterprises. This data 
helped to explore how these stakeholder groups understand accountability. 
Secondary data was gathered in relation to the information that social enterprises 
made publicly available and information that managers of the participating social 
enterprises willingly provided (e.g. reports, documents). This secondary data 
included details from social media, websites and internal and external reports. 
Secondary data helped to show how managers of social enterprises communicate 
their objectives, operations and accountability. A key approach to multiple case 
studies is to include multiple data sources and various informants with a high degree 
of familiarity with the principal phenomena under investigation. In doing so, diverse 
perspectives were obtained (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007b). Further, comparing 
these primary and secondary data sources helped to comprehensively address the 
research questions.  
Table 3.4 summarises the data sources that were originally intended for this 
research, including interviews with one manager of each social enterprise, and 
surveys/questionnaires with three employees and three customers of each social 
enterprise. While all four interviews were conducted with social enterprises 
managers, not all questionnaires were completed by customers and employees 
(discussed later in Section 3.4.4). This table was developed before data collection 
and summarises the type, details, and research objectives of each intended data 
source. 
 Chapter 3: Methodology 43 
Table 3.4: Data originally intended for the research 
Data source Type of data Details Objective 
Semi-
structured 
interviews 
with social 
enterprises 
managers 
Primary One interview 
with a manager 
of each of the 
four social 
enterprises. 
Obtain detailed information on how managers 
understand accountability, their perspectives on 
the challenges that social enterprises face by 
dealing with dual objectives and the 
accountability implications. 
Questionnaires 
to employees  
Primary Questionnaires 
to three 
employees of 
each social 
enterprise. 
Gain perspectives from employees on their 
understanding of accountability and how they 
perceive the organisation is being accountable 
for their dual objectives. 
Questionnaires 
to customers 
Primary Questionnaires 
to three 
customers of 
each social 
enterprise. 
Gain perspectives of customers on their 
understanding of accountability and their 
perceptions on how the organisation exercises 
accountability for both social and financial 
mission. 
Reports Secondary Financial 
reports, 
Annual reports. 
Obtain information on how the four social 
enterprises are reporting on their dual 
objectives, and associated accountability 
implications. 
Publicly 
available 
information 
Secondary Websites of the 
social 
enterprises, 
Social media, 
News articles, 
Press releases, 
Brochures. 
Obtain information that social enterprises 
willingly disclose to the community regarding 
how accountability is communicated by the 
organisation. Examine evidence provided by 
social enterprises to support the outcomes they 
detail, and evaluate accountability mechanisms 
used. 
 
3.5.1 Data collection strategies 
Interviews and questionnaires were used as primary data collection methods, 
where interviews with managers were held in person and online questionnaires were 
sent to customers and employees indirectly through the managers of the social 
enterprises. Interviews were considered an appropriate instrument to understand what 
managers think about accountability (Bouma & Ling, 2004). The interviews with 
managers provided several advantages for this research. First, they allowed a deep 
knowledge and understanding of accountability to be gained from the managers 
(Robson, 2011). Second, the researcher was able to clarify questions with the 
managers (Robson, 2011). Third, managers became actively involved in the 
interview due to the direct interaction, and engagement with the interviewer 
permitted in-depth answers (Robson, 2011). The interviews were semi-structured, 
with the objective of allowing the interviewer to probe. Semi-structured interviews 
were chosen as they provided advantages in terms of comparability and flexibility. 
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The same questions were asked to each social enterprise manager, making 
comparison possible between the interviews (Dawson, 2009). Further, the interview 
remained flexible, providing a space for other relevant information to arise (Dawson, 
2009). 
Questionnaires to employees and customers were also part of the research 
design and offered a number of advantages for this research. First, they provide a 
simple yet effective method to understand accountability approaches perceived by 
different stakeholders groups. Second, they offer flexibility. Since customers of the 
social enterprises might not be easily contactable, online questionnaires helped in 
reaching these participants. Third, they represent a convenient and low cost manner 
by which to access participants (Marshall & Rossman, 2010). Robson (2011) 
mentions that surveys are not well suited for exploratory work, as open-ended 
questions are likely to be inefficient and ineffective in that they require a large 
amount of time to analyse. To balance these issues, questionnaires were deliberately 
brief and included a small number of open-ended questions. Therefore, tailored 
questionnaires and interviews were considered appropriate to address the research 
questions.  
3.5.2 Designing the interviews and questionnaires 
Questionnaires and semi-structured interview protocols were developed by the 
researcher, based on a review of social enterprise and accountability literature. These 
instruments were used to obtain knowledge from internal and external stakeholders 
of the social enterprises. While literature identifies a number of potential problems 
with interviews and questionnaires, strategies were employed to deliberately avoid 
these. First, respondents might consider the questions from different perspectives, 
which may result in the same question being interpreted differently and therefore 
having the practical effect of being understood as a different question than the one 
intended (Foddy, 1994). For this, care was taken when using words with ambiguous 
meanings (e.g. “you”, “one”, “who”) and words that would potentially not be 
understood by participants (Foddy, 1994). Second, respondents might report brief 
answers (Tourangeau, Rips, & Rasinski, 2000), with the potential disadvantage of 
not gaining further information relating to the questions of interest. To avoid this 
situation, the social enterprise managers were experienced and informed in the 
research area, willing to participate and engage in conversation. Third, respondents 
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may not understand the kind of question being asked (Tourangeau et al., 2000). For 
this issue, all the respondents were provided with general knowledge about the 
research project and the intended use of the information they provided (Tourangeau 
et al., 2000).  
Questions for both the interviews and online questionnaires was assessed 
against the research questions of this study, and the interviews and questionnaires 
were also pilot tested. Testing considered potential problems that may arise such as 
overly complicated questions, and non-specific language (Van Teijlingen & 
Hundley, 2002). After testing, some questions were reworded to ensure they were 
more specific and understandable so that the respondents understood the perspective 
from which the question was being asked, avoiding questions being interpreted 
differently (Foddy, 1994). Interview questions were also assessed against the 
research questions to ensure that appropriate and sufficient data would be gathered, 
as it is important that each question asked in an interview or questionnaire is relevant 
to the research project (Marshall & Rossman, 2010). Extracts from the interview 
protocol (for social enterprise managers) and questionnaires (to customers and 
employees) are shown in Table 3.5, Table 3.6 and Table 3.7. (A copy of the full 
interview protocol and questionnaires is detailed in Appendices A, B and C).  
Table 3.5: Sample from the interview protocol for social enterprise managers 
 
 
SQ1 SQ2 SQ3 SQ4 SQ5 SQ6 
1. For what is the social enterprise accountable?    x   
2. To whom is the social enterprise accountable?   x    
3. What does accountability mean to you?  x     
4. How are you accountable to the employees?     x  
5. Do you think accountability to your stakeholders is 
important? Why? 
 x     
6. Is accountability to the dominant customer different 
to other customers? (where relevant) 
     x 
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Table 3.6: Sample extract from the questionnaire for employees 
 SQ1 SQ2 SQ3 SQ4 SQ5 SQ6 
1. For what do you think the social enterprise is 
accountable? 
   x   
2. To whom is the social enterprise accountable?   x    
3. What does accountability mean to you?  x     
4. How is the social enterprise accountable to you?     x  
5. How accountable do you think the social 
enterprise is for its social mission? / What more 
could be done? 
    x  
6. Do you think that obligations to the dominant 
customers are preventing you from addressing 
other stakeholders’ needs? (where relevant) 
     x 
 
Table 3.7: Sample extract from the questionnaire for customers 
 SQ1 SQ2 SQ3 SQ4 SQ5 SQ6 
1. For what do you think the social enterprise is 
accountable? 
   x   
2. What does accountability mean to you? x      
3. How is the social enterprise accountable to you?     x  
4. How informed are you of the financial outcomes 
of the social enterprise? How does the social 
enterprise provide that information to you?/ Where 
do you get this information? 
  x  x  
5. Do you feel there is more accountability shown by 
the company to you as a large customer? (where 
relevant) 
     x 
 
Key 
SQ1:  How do external stakeholders of social enterprises understand accountability? 
SQ2:  How do internal stakeholders of social enterprises understand accountability? 
SQ3:  To whom are social enterprises accountable? 
SQ4:  For what are social enterprises accountable?  
SQ5:  What mechanisms of accountability do social enterprises employ? 
SQ6:  Does accountability change depending on commercial customer dominance of social 
enterprises? 
 
A standardised semi-structured interview protocol was designed to ensure that 
all necessary data would be collected. This standardised format helps with using 
interviewees’ time efficiently and facilitates effective data analysis (Patton, 1990). 
As the interviewees were managers of social enterprises and there was a maximum 
time requested (up to one hour) with each participant, a standardised format helped 
to keep the conversation focused on the research questions. The interview protocol 
was structured in five broad areas: (1) introduction, (2) stakeholders, (3) 
accountability, (4) accountability relationships, and (5) social and financial 
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performance. The first area, introduction, involved questions to make the interviewee 
feel comfortable to develop a productive interview, and provided a greater 
understanding of the purpose of the social enterprise (Creswell, 2013). In the second 
area, questions were developed to understand the importance of the organisation’s 
various stakeholders. The third area, accountability, involved asking the interviewee 
how the social enterprise is accountable to its stakeholders in terms of social and 
financial performance. The fourth area, accountability relationships, was developed 
to understand the relationships between the social enterprise and the stakeholders to 
whom it is accountable. The fifth area, social and financial performance, was 
intended to gain a better understanding of the organisation’s social and financial 
achievements.  
3.5.3 Conducting the interviews 
Prior to conducting the interviews, a participant information sheet (refer to 
Appendix D) was sent to all interviewees providing a brief description of the project, 
what participation in the project would involve, sample interview questions, expected 
benefits from participation in the project, potential risks and information about 
privacy and confidentiality. To avoid bias in social enterprise managers’ perceptions 
(and subsequent responses), the description of the project and the sample questions 
were deliberately broad and brief. All interviewees acknowledged having read this 
information prior to the interview and provided a signed consent form (refer to 
Appendix E). Initial “ice-breaker” questions were asked to build rapport and assist 
social enterprise managers in feeling comfortable during the interview. These 
questions involved requesting a brief description of the social enterprise, for how 
long the manager had been working there and the purpose of the social enterprise. 
This also helped the interviewer in gaining an initial understanding of the potential 
experience that the participants had in the organisation, and were easy questions that 
aided social enterprise managers in engaging in the interview. The interviews were 
conducted in the preferred location of the interviewee (typically QUT offices or the 
social enterprises’ business premises), as interviews should be conducted in places 
where both the interviewee and interviewer feel comfortable and safe (Creswell, 
2013). 
To confirm the original information received by the managers of social 
enterprises, one of the initial questions asked to social enterprise managers was 
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whether they perceived the social enterprise had a dominant commercial customer or 
a diverse commercial customer base. With this information confirmed, the 
interviewer was able to ask specific questions about the relationship with the 
dominant commercial customer (where relevant), to understand whether this 
impacted on the social enterprises’ accountability. As the interviews were semi-
structured, flexibility for new themes and ideas was enabled, and when these 
emerged, a conversation around the topic was developed. When social enterprise 
managers’ responses addressed questions that had not yet been asked, these questions 
were subsequently omitted from the interview to avoid repetition. Therefore, the 
interview protocol was mostly used as a guide, as conversations developed 
differently with each interviewee, consistent with exploratory research. 
An interview checklist was developed for the interviews enabling the 
interviewer to reflect at the end of the interview. Information about the date, time and 
location of the interview was written in the interview checklist. Reflection consisted 
of impressions about the interview, such as key themes that emerged, reactions, 
dynamics and environment of the interview, notes about the participant, learnings for 
future interviews and potential follow-up issues. These reflections aided in 
remembering the context of the interview during the data analysis phase. Interviews 
ranged from approximately 25 minutes to one hour, and were subsequently 
transcribed verbatim, resulting in 18,041 words. 
3.5.4 Conducting the online questionnaires 
The online questionnaires were developed in Key Survey software. The online 
questionnaire links (together with a participant information sheet) were sent to the 
managers of the social enterprises, who managed the distribution, forwarding the 
respective links to the sample of customers and employees. Managers of the social 
enterprises were asked to forward the online questionnaire for two reasons. First, a 
higher response rate was expected in this way, as managers indicated they would 
encourage their employees to complete the questionnaires. Second, it potentially 
offered an advantage of reaching employees in key positions and customers with 
particular awareness that would be more familiar with accountability and able to 
provide in-depth detail. Following each interview, an e-mail was sent to each social 
enterprise manager, including the links for the questionnaires and a reminder 
requesting any secondary data that was previously discussed in the interview. One 
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week later, a follow-up e-mail was sent to remind the managers of the social 
enterprise about the questionnaires and secondary data. The online questionnaires 
that were included in the data analysis were those for which at least half of the 
questions were answered. Five questionnaires from customers were completed, 
however only four contained enough information to be usefully included in this 
research. Three questionnaires from employees were completed, but only one 
contained substantial information useful for this research, as two were largely 
incomplete. This questionnaire was completed by an employee who was not a 
beneficiary. Table 3.8 summarises the primary data obtained from the interviews and 
questionnaires. 
Table 3.8: Primary data obtained from interviews and online questionnaires 
  Social 
Enterprise A  
Social 
Enterprise B  
Social 
Enterprise C  
Social 
Enterprise D  
Total 
Interviews with 
managers 
1 1 1 1 4 
Questionnaires 
from customers  
0 2 2 0 4 
Questionnaires 
from employees  
0 0 1 0 1 
Total 1 3 4 1  
 
3.5.5 Secondary data 
Three main sources of secondary data were used for this research: social 
media, websites and reports (both internal and external reports).  
Social media 
Three of the four social enterprises used the social media platform Facebook. 
The public posts from each social enterprise’s Facebook page were analysed to 
understand whether, and if so how, each communicates accountability. Social 
Enterprise B did not have a Facebook account. For Social Enterprise A, all posts 
published since the creation of the Facebook account in June 2014 to March 2015 
were included in the sample, while for Social Enterprises C and D all posts from 
January 2014 to March 2015 were included. This study also explored LinkedIn but 
found that none of the social enterprises had a LinkedIn profile. 
Websites 
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All four participating social enterprises had websites available. The websites 
were analysed to explore whether, and if so how, social enterprises communicated 
accountability for social and financial performance through this platform. 
Internal and external reports 
For Social Enterprise A, four external reports were accessed: three from 
publicly available sources, and a monthly newsletter distributed to specific 
stakeholders of the social enterprise. For Social Enterprise B, no reports were 
available. For Social Enterprise C, three reports were examined: a document 
containing data that the manager sends to the parent organisation regularly, a flyer 
distributed to the general public and an annual report from the parent organisation. 
For Social Enterprise D, two reports were examined: the 2013 and 2014 annual 
report of the parent organisation. Table 3.9 summarises the secondary data explored 
for this research. 
Table 3.9: Secondary data examined 
 Social Enterprise 
A 
Social Enterprise 
B 
Social Enterprise 
C 
Social Enterprise 
D 
Facebook 
posts 
10 0 82 84 
LinkedIn  0 0 0 0 
Websites 1 1 1 1 
Internal 
reports 
 No reports 
made available 
 No reports 
made available 
 Data to parent 
organisation 
 
 No reports 
made available 
External 
reports 
 2013 annual 
impact report 
 2013 and 2014 
annual 
investment 
report 
 Monthly 
newsletter to 
stakeholders 
 No reports 
made 
available 
 Flyer to 
general public 
 Annual report 
from parent 
organisation 
 
 2013 and 2014 
annual report 
from parent 
organisation’s 
website 
 
3.6 DATA ANALYSIS 
Interviews were recorded (with permission) and both primary and secondary 
data were analysed systematically using thematic analysis. Thematic analysis helps 
to analyse qualitative data where themes or patterns of cultural meaning are 
important to describe the phenomena (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2008; Lapadat, 
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2010). This analysis involves reading and re-reading the data gathered, searching for 
relationships, patterns, theoretical constructs or explanatory principles. A coding 
strategy based on the research questions was used to analyse the text and identify 
both inductive and deductive themes (Lapadat, 2010). Thus, thematic analysis was 
appropriate for this research providing both structure and flexibility (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). 
Within-case analysis was used for the case studies, as each case represents an 
entity by itself (Mils, Durepos, & Wiebe, 2010). Through this process, the researcher 
had the opportunity to comprehensively gain familiarity with the data within each 
case prior to undertaking cross-case comparison (Mils et al., 2010). The steps to 
perform within-case analysis are listed by Mils et al. (2010) as: (1) compare how the 
patterns of the data fit with the predicted theory (e.g. hypotheses) and (2) look for 
plausible and rival explanations. As exploratory research, no hypotheses were 
developed. Thus, to fulfil the first step the researcher began the within-case analysis 
with an initial understanding of the phenomena (e.g. accountability in social 
enterprises and stakeholder theory) (George & Bennett, 2005; Mils et al., 2010), 
guided by the theoretical framework developed. Data from each organisation was 
treated separately and cross-case analysis was performed. For cross-case analysis, 
matrices involving higher order constructs from the four cases were developed to 
compare across cases. Cross-case comparison also allowed systematic analysis of the 
data as a whole and easier visualisation of the four cases (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
As such, the researcher was able to look for similarities and differences across the 
four cases, capturing new findings from the data (Eisenhardt, 1989).  
3.6.1 Coding  
All the data collected was analysed based on the research questions and 
theoretical frameworks previously reviewed and developed (Section 2.9) as a 
selective process to avoid data overload (Miles & Huberman, 1994). A thorough 
analysis of the primary and secondary data collected from the four social enterprises 
was then performed. This analysis involved: (a) thorough reading of the interview 
transcripts to familiarise the researcher with the data and correct any errors; (b) 
upload documents into NVivo containing a priori codes based on theory, a 
description being developed for each node to minimise errors; (c) identifying 
emergent codes, (as NVivo nodes), inductively from the data (Stebbins, 2008); (d) 
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identification of over-arching themes among nodes; (e) review and refinement of 
themes; and (f) development of higher order categories, based on the over-arching 
themes and nodes. Given a priori coding is based on theoretical propositions (Mils et 
al., 2010), for this research a priori coding based on accountability theory was used. 
Initial engagement with accountability, stakeholder and legitimacy theory was 
undertaken to enhance analysis of the data through sensitisation to subtle data 
features (Stebbins, 2008). As the initial literature review was also conducted with 
NVivo, the common themes that emerged from accountability theory and were 
aligned with the research questions were used for a priori coding. This ensured data 
analysis related directly to the research questions (Miles & Huberman, 1994). NVivo 
assisted with data analysis via data management and visualisation for primary and 
secondary data (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013).  
3.7 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
This research was reviewed and approved by Queensland University of 
Technology (approval number is 1400000802). The research was considered low 
risk, with managing participants’ confidentiality being one of the main ethical 
aspects. To ensure that the participants’ identity was not inadvertently disclosed, an 
identifying (ID) code for each organisation and each participant was assigned to 
interview transcripts and questionnaires, facilitating deidentification for presentation 
of findings. Participant Information Sheets were distributed to all participants with a 
broad summary of the research project and example interview and survey questions 
detailed. Signed consent forms were obtained from the social enterprise managers, 
confirming their agreement for the interview to be recorded and all participants were 
informed regarding the purposes of the data collected. Participants were also able to 
opt out of the research at any point, if they felt discomfort. 
3.8 TRUSTWORTHINESS OF THE RESEARCH 
Trustworthiness and rigour are important aspects of qualitative research, 
requiring planning and special attention to the phenomenon under study (Fereday & 
Muir-Cochrane, 2008). As such, several steps were taken to ensure trustworthiness 
and rigour. In this study, the trustworthiness of qualitative research can be considered 
through four criteria (1) construct validity, (2) internal validity, (3) external validity 
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and (4) reliability, and these have been applied specifically in the context of multiple 
case study methodology (Yin, 2009). These criteria parallel other conventional 
criteria for trustworthiness including credibility, transferability, dependability and 
confirmability (Guba, 1981).  
Construct validity refers to what will be measured in the research, and two 
important steps to achieve this validity are identified in the literature (Yin, 2009). 
The first step is to define the most important constructs and the second is to identify 
measures that match these constructs. The most important constructs for this research 
are accountability and social enterprise. As this research is exploratory, causal 
relationships and thus internal validity was not established for the study. External 
validity involves using replication logic. For multiple case studies replication logic 
involves careful consideration when choosing the sample (Yin, 2009). In this 
research, two different patterns of revenue within the social enterprises were 
intended to guide the sample of four organisations. These two patterns were related 
to the commercial customer base of the social enterprises, one with a dominant 
commercial customer, and the other with a diversified commercial customer base. 
Reliability refers to how the data is analysed, and whether if another researcher 
examines the same enterprises under the same conditions as the original researcher, 
similar findings would be identified (Yin, 2009). In order to demonstrate reliability, 
data (e.g. interview excerpts) and analysis processes are disclosed in the research 
findings and methods so that readers can assess reliability and understand the 
underlying processes (Yin, 2009). Testing and rewording the questions for both the 
interviews and questionnaires also enhanced reliability of the research process 
(Robson, 2011). Inter-rater reliability was undertaken for the coding with NVivo, as 
a research assistant with expertise in accountability theory and third sector 
organisations performed an independent analysis of coding based on an extract from 
a randomly selected interview transcript, revealing consistency with the coding 
undertaken by the researcher. Table 3.10 summarises how this research aimed to 
ensure construct validity, internal validity, external validity and reliability based on 
the framework developed by Yin (2009). 
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Table 3.10: Ensuring construct validity, internal validity, external validity and reliability 
Test Approach taken 
Construct 
validity 
Addressed by using multiple cases (four) and establishing a chain of evidence. 
Social enterprise and accountability are defined, and the social enterprise sample 
chosen was consistent with that definition. 
Internal 
validity 
This research is exploratory and therefore not expected to provide internal validity 
as it will not establish causal relationships. 
External 
validity 
Replication logic used in order to address external validity.  
Reliability A case study protocol was designed. Caution was taken to note the operational 
steps. Data (e.g. interview excerpts) and analysis processes are disclosed in the 
thesis to demonstrate reliability, increasing the likelihood that if the study is 
repeated, findings and conclusions would be consistent. 
 
Adapted from (Yin, 2009) 
 
3.9 LIMITATIONS OF RESEARCH DESIGN 
The present study is not without limitations. Limitations exist regarding the 
data collection methods used and sampling limitations. Regarding data collection 
methods, one of the potential limitations of in-depth interviews with managers is 
social desirability bias, which is defined as a propensity to say things that place the 
interviewee in a favourable light (Nederhof, 1985). Therefore, social enterprise 
managers could be inclined to respond with the answers that they believe are 
expected from them. Interviewees may also be unwilling or uncomfortable to share 
all the information asked of them (Myers, 2013). To address these issues, interviews 
were held in the desired location of the interviewee. Also, questions to minimise the 
power distance between the researcher and the participant were asked to create a 
socially safe environment for the interview. Triangulation is mentioned in the 
literature as a tool for multiple sources of information (Willis, 2007). However, for 
this research this represents a limitation as there was not sufficient data to triangulate 
information across interviews and questionnaires due to low response rates and 
limited secondary data. 
The four social enterprises within this research are not representative of all 
social enterprises in Australia, and the results for this research may not be applicable 
to all other cases (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Instead, the results of this study 
provide valuable insights on social enterprise accountability in practice, based on the 
sample organisations, and build on social enterprise accountability theory. Theory 
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building from case study research is achieved in this study by following a number of 
steps including the development of a priori constructs, theoretical selection of cases, 
using multiple case studies and looking for cross-case patterns (Eisenhardt, 1989). 
Thus, despite this study’s limitations this qualitative research offers insights and 
valuable understandings regarding how social enterprises are accountable for their 
dual objectives and results may be tested more widely in the future. The results will 
not be conclusive; instead they will be suggestive and will build on accountability 
theory in the context of social enterprises.  
3.10 SUMMARY 
This chapter has outlined the research methodology and methods used. This 
study used qualitative methodology generally, and case study methodology 
specifically. A multiple case study methodology facilitated the analysis of potentially 
contrasting patterns of accountability, as multiple data sources were used to gain in-
depth knowledge of the social enterprises. Two different types of social enterprises 
were examined: one with a dominant commercial customer base and three with a 
diversified commercial customer base. Primary data included interviews held with 
managers of the social enterprises, and questionnaires to customers and an employee. 
Secondary data included social media, websites and internal and external reports. 
Data was examined with the use of NVivo software to code the interviews and 
questionnaires. Findings from this process are detailed in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 
4.1 INTRODUCTION 
As previously noted in Chapter 3, this research involved predominantly 
qualitative analysis of interviews, questionnaires and secondary data. Four social 
enterprises were the focus of this research, where a manager of each organisation 
was interviewed as well as questionnaires completed by four customers and one 
employee of the participating social enterprises. Secondary data explored included 
social media, websites and reports.  
This chapter presents findings from both primary and secondary data sources. 
The findings are structured according to the research sub-questions of the study. 
Section 4.2 presents findings on the meaning of accountability from internal and 
external stakeholders’ perspectives. Findings on to whom are social enterprises 
accountable are presented in Section 4.3. Section 4.4 presents findings on for what 
social enterprises are accountable. How social enterprises are accountable is 
presented in Section 4.5. Section 4.6 presents findings on accountability for what and 
how (the interrelation between the two). Similarly, accountability to whom and how 
are detailed in Section 4.7. Section 4.8 presents a summary of the chapter. 
4.2 MEANING OF ACCOUNTABILITY 
4.2.1 How external stakeholders understand accountability 
The first research sub-question, “How do external stakeholders of social enterprises 
understand accountability?”, was addressed through analysis of the questionnaires 
completed by customers of social enterprises. Despite the limited number of 
responses (4 out of 12 questionnaires in total), a range of insights were identified. 
Accountability was considered synonymous with “transparency”, “responsibility” 
and “honesty”.  
Accountability means transparent and open conversations and documents 
(Customer 3 Social Enterprise C, 2014). 
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Accountability means taking responsibility for your actions; whether it be 
socially, financially or environmentally (Customer 4 Social Enterprise C, 
2014). 
 
Ensuring the clients and community are at the centre of the reason for the 
enterprise, it means to be honest, innovative and open in day to day business 
transactions and practices… To document or record procedures (Customer 2 
Social Enterprise B, 2014). 
 
Customers identified informal types of accountability (e.g. accurate 
presentation of products) as important to overall accountability, highlighting 
expectations of accountability for commercial aspects of the product and services, 
rather than compromising such expectations due to the dual social and financial 
objectives of social enterprises.  
Accountability is always having [product] delivered on time and having 
everything I ordered well presented (Customer 1 Social Enterprise B, 2014). 
 
[Social Enterprise C] is accountable for the collection and processing of IT 
asset disposals… use of our industry specific software system, dismantling 
end of life equipment and accurate monthly commodity reporting (Customer 
4 Social Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
One customer perceived accountability as the ability to demonstrate financial 
responsibilities, reinforcing social enterprises’ commercial nature. When asked about 
being informed of the social and financial outcomes of the social enterprise, 
Customer 2 of Social Enterprise B was only aware of the financial outcomes and 
seemed to place emphasis on this aspect of performance.  
Accountability means demonstrating financial responsibilities to people who 
funded the enterprise be [they] citizens, clients, staff or institutions 
(Customer 2 Social Enterprise B, 2014). 
 
When asked about accountability, customers of both Social Enterprise B and 
Social Enterprise C discussed trust in the accountability relationships, as a 
consequence of being accountable. This trust was considered in a commercial 
context and was seen as important to develop commercial business relationships with 
stakeholders. 
… if people cannot trust your enterprise is not doing harm, does what it says 
it is going to do [in a commercial context] and respond to feedback from its 
customers, continued support will cease. In addition future goodwill be 
harder to develop (Customer 2 Social Enterprise B, 2014). 
 
Accountability is very important. In order to have a successful relationship 
in business, accountability is paramount. For us to have the confidence and 
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trust to allow [Social Enterprise C] to represent the company when collecting 
from clients, and accept their reporting [from another location] (Customer 4 
Social Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
Accountability for social mission was not expressly mentioned in any of the 
customer responses. Customer focus on accountability for financial responsibilities, 
as well as other informal types of accountability (e.g. delivery and presentation of 
products), might potentially be explained by customers prioritising their own 
requirements. Therefore, their understanding or expectations of accountability were 
focused on their own needs being met (e.g. products, services, financial 
responsibilities) rather than performance of social mission. Table 4.1 summarises 
these findings below. 
Table 4.1: Perceptions of accountability from external stakeholders: Customers 
 Customer 1 
Social 
Enterprise A 
Customer 2 
Social 
Enterprise B 
Customer 3 
Social 
Enterprise C 
Customer 4 
Social 
Enterprise C 
Transparency   x  
Responsibility    x 
Honesty  x   
To demonstrate financial 
responsibility 
 x   
To deliver quality services 
or products 
x   x 
Accountability is 
important to develop trust 
 x  x 
 
4.2.2 How internal stakeholders understand accountability 
The second research sub-question of this study was “How do internal 
stakeholders of social enterprises understand accountability?” To address this 
question, data was analysed from interviews with managers and questionnaires given 
to employees.  
Two of the four managers from the participating social enterprises perceived 
accountability as “transparency”, while one employee considered accountability to 
mean “responsibility”. The Manager of Social Enterprise A (the only social 
enterprise with a dominant commercial customer), and the Manager of Social 
Enterprise B, perceived accountability as being transparent about what the 
organisation does. Accountability was also seen as being able to acknowledge and 
manage challenges, and plan for success.  
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I think it’s just about being transparent and being open-minded and being 
able to look at a situation, see where there may be problems or better ways to 
do things, offering suggestions, looking at the big picture and looking at 
where we are going to be five years down the track… it’s all just about being 
transparent (Manager, Social Enterprise A, 2014). 
 
I think accountability is just people knowing what you actually do, and 
they’re not half-half about it, or you might tell them something but do 
something else. So I think accountability is being able to access files… that 
proves that that person is doing what he says he’s doing (Manager, Social 
Enterprise B, 2014). 
 
Accountability means to take responsibility for your actions. A person or 
organisation is responsible for their actions. If they break the law for 
example, whether they knowingly did it or accidentally, they still must 
accept that they did it. They can give evidence to prove the action was an 
accident, but they should still be accountable for it (Employee 1, Social 
Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
The Manager of Social Enterprise C perceived accountability as making people 
happy, referring to addressing the demands of the organisation’s multiple 
stakeholders. The Manager of Social Enterprise D was focused on the financial 
objectives of the organisation, as he considered that accountability meant financially 
sustainable operations, consistent with the organisation’s commercial focus 
underpinning its social mission. Hence, both managers were acutely aware of the 
organisation’s dual objectives and obligations. 
Accountability means making sure that people are happy (Manager, Social 
Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
Accountability means that we continue to be financially sustainable… every 
month I can check to see how we are doing, because we don’t want to be six 
months down the track and have not met budget… we’re employing people 
with disabilities that would find it very difficult to find a job anywhere else. 
So we need to be on top of our budget… and the staff accountability in 
supporting individuals with disabilities... The big one for me would be 
financially accountable, because - it’s peoples’ lives we’re playing with, and 
I need to pay wages every month, every fortnight (Manager, Social 
Enterprise D, 2014). 
 
Perceptions of these two groups (four managers and one employee) are 
summarised in Table 4.2. Managers expressed different perceptions of the meaning 
of “accountability”, reflecting the multiple ways in which social enterprises were 
accountable.  
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Table 4.2: Perceptions of accountability from internal stakeholders: Managers and employee 
 Manager 
Social 
Enterprise 
A 
Manager 
Social 
Enterprise 
B 
Manager 
Social 
Enterprise 
C 
Manager 
Social 
Enterprise 
D 
Employee 
Social 
Enterprise 
C 
Transparency x x    
Responsibility   x  x 
Honesty      
Financially sustainable 
operations underpinning 
the organisation’s social 
focus 
   x  
Addressing the demands 
of key stakeholders 
  x   
 
4.2.3 Comparison of internal and external stakeholders 
Responses from external (customers) and internal (managers and employees) 
stakeholders revealed some similarities. Both external and internal stakeholders had a 
similar understanding and identified similar words as synonyms for “accountability”. 
Both internal and external stakeholder groups also had a similar view of the meaning 
of accountability in practice, understood as an informal type of accountability 
focused primarily on commercial and financial responsibilities. The findings suggest 
that external stakeholders acknowledge the financial responsibilities of the social 
enterprises, while internal stakeholders emphasise the interrelated nature of social 
and financial objectives and accountability. Having examined how internal and 
external stakeholders understand accountability, the next section explores to whom 
social enterprises are accountable. 
4.3 TO WHOM SOCIAL ENTERPRISES ARE ACCOUNTABLE 
In examining to whom social enterprises are accountable, managers identified a 
range of stakeholders. Most commonly, social enterprise managers initially identified 
accountability to their parent organisations (3 social enterprises) and the government 
(3 social enterprises), customers in general (1 social enterprise) and a creditor (1 
social enterprise). The Manager of Social Enterprise A felt accountable to the social 
enterprise’s main customer, an organisation to whom it was repaying a loan, and 
various government organisations. The Manager of Social Enterprise B felt 
accountable to the parent organisation, the government, and the customers. However, 
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Social Enterprise B’s relationship with the government was as a funding source, as 
Social Enterprise B received a small portion of government funding. The Manager of 
Social Enterprise C felt accountable only to its parent organisation, while the 
Manager of Social Enterprise D felt accountable to the government in the 
government’s capacity as a funding source, and to its parent organisation. 
In regards to our contract, we are accountable to [Main customer] but also, 
because we received start-up capital initially from [Creditor], we are 
accountable to them in regards to repaying that money over the period of our 
operations… and obviously we are accountable to ASIC3 and the tax 
department and all those things (Manager Social Enterprise A, 2014). 
 
I believe it’s accountable to the [Parent organisation] and the government as 
well.4 I would say the [Social Enterprise] would have a fair amount of 
accountability [to government] and we have a list of KPIs that we work with, 
with the [government] (Manager Social Enterprise B, 2014). 
 
The parent organisation (Manager Social Enterprise C, 2014).  
 
We’re accountable - we have a service agreement with [Government] that I 
have to abide by. And I’ve also got budget and financial requirements set by 
the [Parent Organisation] (Manager Social Enterprise D, 2014). 
 
Hence, there was an awareness of regulatory and contractual obligations, as well as 
obligations to the parent organisations, implying a focus on financial and commercial 
accountability. The social enterprise with a dominant commercial customer (Social 
Enterprise A) identified accountability to its main customer, among others. The three 
other social enterprises identified accountability to a main stakeholder, considered as 
a customer, or the parent organisation. Key stakeholders that managers identified as 
to whom they were accountable are shown in Table 4.3. 
                                                          
 
 
3 Australian Securities and Investment Commission. 
4 Referring to government its capacity as a funding source. 
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Table 4.3: Key stakeholders to whom social enterprise managers felt accountable 
 Social Enterprise 
A 
Social Enterprise 
B 
Social Enterprise 
C 
Social Enterprise 
D  
Parent 
organisation 
  x x x 
Main 
customer 
x       
Government x1 x2   x2 
Customers   x     
Creditor x       
 
Key 
1Referring to government in its capacity as the dominant commercial customer 
2Referring to government in its capacity as a funding source 
 
Further probing however, revealed a more nuanced understanding of to whom 
social enterprises were accountable. Table 4.4 summarises the remaining 
stakeholders to whom managers of social enterprises acknowledged accountability, 
including both internal and external stakeholders. Given the nature of the social 
enterprises’ operations (employment related social enterprises), their accountability 
to employees included both beneficiaries and other staff of the organisation. 
Accountability to volunteers and the public were primarily for social enterprises’ 
social mission, whereas accountability to the board related to both social and 
financial objectives. 
We are accountable… to the board of [Parent organisation] (Manager Social 
Enterprise B, 2014).  
 
I’m accountable to the employees and to the volunteers (Manager Social 
Enterprise C, 2014).  
 
Accountability means…to pay wages every month, every fortnight (Manager 
Social Enterprise D, 2014). 
 
I think it’s really important that the community is aware of what we do. I 
think it’s really important that the public are aware… (Manager Social 
Enterprise A, 2014). 
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Table 4.4: Additional stakeholders to whom social enterprises managers felt accountable  
 Social Enterprise 
A 
Social Enterprise 
B 
Social Enterprise 
C 
Social Enterprise 
D 
Board of directors x x   x 
Employees x x x x 
Volunteers     x   
General public x       
 
The following section presents for what social enterprises are accountable, to 
the stakeholders identified in this section. 
4.4 FOR WHAT SOCIAL ENTERPRISES ARE ACCOUNTABLE  
Regarding the question of “for what are social enterprises accountable?”, 
financial performance was frequently identified by managers as an important area of 
accountability. This strong awareness of financial accountability was perceived as a 
desire for financial independence, to allow increased focus on the social mission of 
the social enterprise. 
The Manager of Social Enterprise A identified the main customer’s 
accountability demands for both commercial and social objectives as central, 
signalling a strategic type of accountability. The Manager of Social Enterprise B 
mentioned that accountability for financial performance was most important as it 
underpinned both social and financial outcomes. Specifically, the Manager of Social 
Enterprise B noted that a tender contract had recently finished, which was affecting 
profit. 
…[Government as dominant customer] want to see that people are up off 
welfare. They want to see a reduction in the usage of public health services. 
They want to see the financial value of what our business creates… 
Transparency is paramount and it goes without saying that if you are going 
to run a public sort of company like this that you need to be upfront, you 
need to be accountable for everything you do (Manager Social Enterprise A, 
2014). 
 
I think… it’s the financial accountability that comes first or the financial 
sustainability and then with money that is sustainable you can then put that 
back into the social cause… (Manager Social Enterprise B, 2014). 
 
The Manager of Social Enterprise C noted different aspects of accountability, 
including staff health and safety and accountability for financial performance. The 
 Chapter 4: Findings 65 
Employee of Social Enterprise C identified several dimensions of accountability to 
employees, the parent organisation, customers and community, focusing primarily on 
social aspects. This response signals a procedural type of accountability.  
At the end of the day, the accountability is making sure that [for] any staff - 
there’s workplace health and safety - that it’s a safe environment, but the 
financial accountability is – [the parent organisation is] not going to give me 
any more money, so if I don’t make it work then the doors are going to close 
(Manager Social Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
[Social Enterprise C] is accountable for ensuring the volunteers’ and staff’s 
safety; by ensuring they are properly inducted when they start. [Social 
Enterprise C] is also accountable for [products and services]…to the 
community…. to [Parent organisation], by ensuring all procedures and 
protocol are followed (Employee Social Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
The Manager of Social Enterprise D emphasised accountability for commercial and 
financial performance linked to social purpose (employing people with disabilities to 
provide them with social and economic inclusion). The response from this manager 
signals both a strategic and a procedural type of accountability. 
We need to make sure that we can deliver a quality product, in a timeframe, 
and get it delivered to them… I think because we employ people with 
disabilities we need to be accountable to ensure that we can pay their wage. 
We don’t want them to be disadvantaged in any way. So being accountable 
means we can continue employing people and continue paying their wage 
(Manager Social Enterprise D, 2014). 
 
In general, social enterprise managers showed a strong awareness of commercial 
business accountability to support and fund the social mission of the social 
enterprises, indicating an awareness of social enterprises’ dual objectives. A 
summary of accountability for what is shown in Table 4.5 below. 
Table 4.5: For what social enterprises are accountable 
 Manager 
Social 
Enterprise A 
Manager 
Social 
Enterprise B 
Manager 
Social 
Enterprise C 
Manager 
Social 
Enterprise D 
Employee 
Social 
Enterprise C 
Commercial business 
operations (quality, 
reliability) 
x   x  
Products/Services     x 
People (e.g. training, 
safety) 
  x x x 
Procedures   x  x 
Social performance x x  x  
Financial performance x x  x  
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4.4.1 Perceptions of accountability for social mission and financial performance 
In relation to social enterprise managers’ perceptions of accountability for both social 
and financial performance, managers were asked whether they considered 
accountability for social mission and financial performance to be equally important. 
Three of the four managers emphasised accountability for financial performance to 
be imperative. Generally, managers of Social Enterprises A, B and C prioritised 
accountability for financial performance for similar reasons, that without providing 
evidence that the social enterprise is achieving good financial results, the need for 
showing social outcomes does not exist. This priority on financial performance with 
reference to social purpose suggests a pragmatic view of business with a social 
purpose, as well as acknowledgement of the interrelated nature of the two objectives. 
I think it’s really 50/50 [financial/social accountability], however in saying 
that I do tend to lean a little bit more towards the financial side of it purely 
because - let’s say 51/49. Only because without that financial sustainability 
we can’t do what we want to do. So at the end of the day if we’re not 
sustainable that means I’ve got 50 people who are then going to be looking 
for a job… So it does sort of weigh up but yeah, it’s always something that I 
take very seriously, that we need to show that we do have that money to 
move forward (Manager Social Enterprise A, 2014). 
 
It’s a bit part and parcel. I think the first thing that needs to happen is 
financially sustainable [operations] and then the second thing that needs to 
happen is then we need to focus on the goals of how we’re going to do it. 
You can’t really do anything without money… I guess it’s just setting up 
those constructs in the beginning and saying that when we do make a profit 
this is what the money goes back into (Manager Social Enterprise B, 2014). 
 
Definitely financial because… unless the social enterprise has a strong 
financially stable business plan it cannot deliver any social outcomes 
because it’s going to go broke. So first and foremost it needs to be a strong 
business. Secondly it needs to develop social outcomes or produce social 
outcomes… (Manager Social Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
However, the Manager of Social Enterprise D, and one employee of Social 
Enterprise C shared slightly different views, as both felt that the social enterprises 
were equally accountable for social mission and financial performance. The 
Employee of Social Enterprise C expressed a normative view on this issue, while 
Manager of Social Enterprise D thought that the social enterprise was equally 
accountable for both social mission and financial performance due to the inclusion 
and status of beneficiaries as employees in the social enterprise. 
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The social mission should be the driving force of the enterprise, but you 
should do it without losing sustainability. If the goal is costing the enterprise 
more than it is making it will eventually fail and no longer exist. I think 
being accountable for both is the way it should be, this will help the 
enterprise know its mission, but be aware of costs which will improve 
sustainability (Employee Social Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
People with disabilities find it hard to get employment, and by providing 
employment they feel valued. They come to work, have a social interaction. 
The support employees we have… are on the same enterprise agreement that 
I’m on. They have the same rules; have to follow the same policy and 
procedure that I have to follow being employed by [parent organisation]. 
They get to go to the staff Christmas party. They are invited to participate in 
everything that staff are invited to participate in. They’re not a client, they’re 
an employee (Manager Social Enterprise D, 2014). 
 
Table 4.6 summarises the views of the managers and employee regarding whether 
the social enterprise is equally accountable for social mission and financial 
performance.  
Table 4.6: Accountability priorities for dual objectives: Perceptions of social enterprise managers and 
employee 
 Manager 
Social 
Enterprise A 
Manager 
Social 
Enterprise B 
Manager 
Social 
Enterprise C 
Manager 
Social 
Enterprise D 
Employee 
Social 
Enterprise C 
Accountability 
for financial 
performance 
Primary Primary Primary Equal Equal 
Accountability 
for social 
mission 
Secondary Secondary Secondary Equal Equal 
 
4.5 HOW SOCIAL ENTERPRISES ARE ACCOUNTABLE 
Based on the findings, social enterprises were aware of both social and 
financial accountability. This section explores the different mechanisms social 
enterprises used to demonstrate accountability based on an analysis of secondary 
data, including social media, websites and internal and external reporting.  
4.5.1 Social media 
Regarding the use of social media as a means of reporting and accountability, 
three of the four social enterprises (A, C and D) used Facebook as a communication 
tool, with Facebook pages publicly available. In contrast, Social Enterprise B did not 
have a Facebook page. A total of 176 posts from the three social enterprises were 
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coded, with 16 posts providing information about social performance, and 7 posts 
providing information about financial performance of the social enterprises. 
Facebook posts relating to social performance were those that referred to the 
number of employees/beneficiaries, the number of hours that beneficiaries had 
worked, social awards, opening of a new branch or business line, the number of 
certifications that the employees had achieved or interviews and press conferences 
about the organisation, referring to their social achievements. Other social 
performance posts included advertising products, services and thanking partner 
organisations. Facebook posts relating to financial performance were those that 
referred to a new commercial contract for the social enterprise, a sponsorship in 
which the social enterprise was involved, a new grant, or funding the social 
enterprise had received. Although some Facebook posts discussed either social (16) 
or financial (7) performance, the number of these posts was very low in comparison 
to the total number of posts (176). Emphasis on social performance (16 posts), was 
mostly influenced by Social Enterprise C (12 posts), being the youngest of the four 
social enterprises.  
Table 4.7 shows the total number of posts examined and the number of posts 
that relate to social and financial performance of the social enterprises. The social 
enterprises with the most posts for both social and financial performance were those 
that were in the manufacturing industry (Social Enterprises C and D), while the 
social enterprises with the fewest number of posts were those in the service industry 
(Social Enterprises A and B). Social enterprises in the manufacturing industry 
updated their Facebook status whenever there was a new product available, while 
social enterprises in the service industry may not potentially have had the same 
amount of new services to update. 
Table 4.7: Posts for accountability of dual purpose on social media (Facebook) 
 Social 
Enterprise A 
Social 
Enterprise B 
Social 
Enterprise C 
Social 
Enterprise D 
Total 
Total number of posts 10 0 82 84 176 
Social mission performance 
posts 
3 0 12 1 16 
Financial performance 
posts 
1 0 3 3 7 
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4.5.2 Websites 
All four participating social enterprises had websites with information 
available as a means of communicating accountability.  
The website of Social Enterprise A detailed the mission statement of the social 
enterprise, but there was no information available regarding the social enterprise’s 
achievements or targets in terms of its social mission. Photos and stories of 
beneficiaries employed by the organisation were shown, together with information 
regarding the main customer contract. The social enterprise also provided 
information about their partners and general information (e.g. contact details, 
opportunity for potential employers to register with them). 
Social Enterprise B’s website had information explaining the social mission of 
the organisation, but did not provide information about prior social achievements. 
The website of Social Enterprise B was focused on promotion of its services, 
offering information on the products and services it sold, and online purchases.  
Social Enterprise C’s website provided information about its social mission, 
but did not include information on its achievements in terms of the social mission. 
Links to different articles and two media interviews with the manager were shown, 
as well as a link to the parent organisation website and contact details. 
Social Enterprise D’s website contained information about its social mission 
focused on employment. However there was no information expressly on social 
performance. Photos and stories of the social enterprise’s employees/beneficiaries in 
their job roles were included, together with opportunities for viewers to make 
donations online and volunteer or sponsor the social enterprise. Other details 
included information about the products, contact details and store locations. 
In summary, in terms of the social mission, all four social enterprises provided 
details of their social mission on the website. However, none of the organisations 
expressly provided information regarding achievements in terms of the social 
mission. Social Enterprises A and D both provided photos and stories of their 
beneficiaries as a means of accountability for social mission. This is potentially 
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driven by the relatively large number of employees/beneficiaries in both of these 
social enterprises5 (potentially resulting in more beneficiary stories to share).  
In terms of accountability for financial performance of the social enterprises, 
only Social Enterprise A provided information regarding financial contracts. The 
other three social enterprises did not explicitly mention commercial customers or 
contracts. This may potentially be explained by the fact that Social Enterprise A was 
the only organisation that had a dominant customer. Table 4.8 summarises website 
data from the social enterprises in terms of accountability related information. There 
were several accountability related items that none of the social enterprises 
communicated, including reports (e.g. annual reports, financial statements, social 
reports), performance measures or performance results. However, basic information 
that all social enterprises made available included their physical address, a list of 
programs or services offered in terms of social mission, the social enterprise’s 
mission statement and contact details. Most of the participating social enterprises 
provided either photos of beneficiaries, contact details, list of products or services 
available, and time of operation/establishment.  
Table 4.8: Use of websites to communicate accountability 
 Social 
Enterprise A 
Social 
Enterprise B 
Social 
Enterprise C 
Social 
Enterprise D 
1. Newsletters  x x  
2. Social media links   x x 
3. Annual report     
4. Financial reports     
5. Financial performance results     
6. Social performance results     
7. Strategic plan/ goals x  x x 
8. Key contact person     
9. Social mission x x x x 
10. Photos or stories of 
beneficiaries 
x   x 
11. Number of hours of paid 
employment 
  x  
12. Contact details x x x x 
13. List of products or services 
available 
x x  x 
14. Time of 
operation/establishment 
 x x x 
 
                                                          
 
 
5 Social Enterprise B and C had fewer than half the number of employees/beneficiaries that were in 
Social Enterprises A and D. 
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4.5.3 Internal and external reporting 
Eight reports of the social enterprises were examined, one internal and seven 
external. The internal report was a document with general information provided 
every month to the parent organisation (Social Enterprise C). Of the external reports, 
six were publicly available, accessed through websites of one social enterprise’s 
main creditor and two social enterprises’ parent organisations’ websites. 
Interestingly, the publicly available reports were not included on the respective social 
enterprises’ own websites. These reports included two annual investor reports and 
one impact report (Social Enterprise A); a flyer distributed to the general public 
(Social Enterprise C); and two annual reports (Social Enterprise D). Table 4.9 
summarises the reports accessed and reviewed. Most of the reports made available 
were targeted to upward stakeholders (e.g. investors, parent organisations) and 
focused on both social and financial performance. The lack of reports from Social 
Enterprise B is consistent with the lack of public reporting by the social enterprise 
and its parent organisation. 
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Table 4.9: Summary of internal and external reports  
 Social Enterprise A Social Enterprise B Social Enterprise C Social Enterprise D 
Internal 
reports 
 No reports made 
available 
 No reports made 
available 
 Data to parent 
organisation: 
information 
about social 
mission and 
financial 
performance
 No reports made 
available 
External 
reports 
 2013 annual 
impact report: 
accountability 
for social 
mission and 
financial 
performance 
 2013 annual 
investor report: 
accountability 
for social 
mission and 
financial 
performance 
 2014 annual 
investor report: 
accountability 
for social 
mission and 
financial 
performance 
 Monthly 
newsletter to 
stakeholders: 
information 
about social 
mission and 
financial 
performance 
 No reports made 
available 
 Flyer to general 
public: 
information 
about social 
mission and 
financial 
performance 
 2013 and 2014 
annual report 
from parent 
organisation: 
accountability 
for social 
mission and 
financial 
performance 
 
Social Enterprise A 
The 2013 annual impact report of Social Enterprise A’s creditor contained 
information regarding social and financial outcomes of Social Enterprise A. This 
information was provided by Social Enterprise A to communicate accountability to 
its creditor, while the creditor distributed this information as a tool for its own 
accountability. In terms of social mission, the annual impact report contained brief 
information about Social Enterprise A, including the social mission statement, an 
award received, the number of beneficiaries employed as staff, and a detailed story 
about two of the employees/beneficiaries. In terms of financial performance, the 
annual impact report contained brief information about a loan received and a contract 
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with its main commercial customer. The report also detailed financial information on 
Social Enterprise A regarding earned revenue, net profit, and new investment capital.  
The 2013 and 2014 annual investor reports of Social Enterprise A’s main 
creditor detailed information about Social Enterprise A, including the mission 
statement, a story of how the social enterprise started, how many beneficiaries were 
employed as well as impact objectives and social metrics (e.g. number of permanent 
employees and number of beneficiaries employed). The reports contained stories on 
two staff members (one of whom was mentioned in the social enterprise’s monthly 
newsletter and the annual impact report), and details regarding loans, contracts and 
awards. In terms of financial performance, Social Enterprise A distributed a monthly 
newsletter to selected stakeholders. The newsletter of October 2014 was used as a 
tool to discharge accountability for social mission and financial performance to 
stakeholders, containing information and updates on achievements in terms of social 
mission (e.g. telling the story of one of the employees/beneficiaries of the 
organisation and how employment at Social Enterprise A impacted on the 
employee’s life and how much the employee is valued at Social Enterprise A). In 
terms of accountability for financial performance, the newsletter mentioned contracts 
and customers, as well as major financial achievements of the month. The newsletter 
also had a section dedicated to thanking the major sponsors of the organisation. 
Social Enterprise B 
No internal or external reports were made publicly available for Social 
Enterprise B. Further, annual reports from 2010 to 2014 of the parent organisation of 
Social Enterprise B were examined, however, no information was found explicitly in 
relation to Social Enterprise B.  
Social Enterprise C 
In terms of internal reports, Social Enterprise C provided a monthly report to 
the parent organisation, and the most recent report at the time of conducting the 
interviews was provided to the researcher (October 2014). The report detailed 
challenges and successes, staff overview, manager observations, manager 
recommendations and social performance data charts. The report related to 
accountability for both social and financial performance. In terms of accountability 
for social performance, information regarding the number of employees and what 
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they had been learning was noted, together with employment hours for beneficiaries 
with comparative data from previous months. In regards to accountability for 
financial performance, information concerning the amount invoiced during the 
month of October, problems that had arisen, how to address the problems and 
recommendations of the manager to increase sales were noted.  
In terms of external reports, Social Enterprise C also produced marketing 
material distributed to the general public which related to accountability for both 
social and financial performance (e.g. information regarding the number of hours of 
paid employment that the social enterprise had provided and the amount of work 
experience employees received). The flyer also contained information about two 
grants received from banks, and two business awards received. Therefore, in contrast 
to Social Enterprises A and D which communicated impact through photos and 
stories of beneficiaries (Section 4.5.2), Social Enterprise C’s communication focused 
on measurable data (e.g. the number of hours of paid employment). 
Social Enterprise D 
The 2014 annual report of the parent organisation of Social Enterprise D 
referred to both the social enterprise’s social and financial performance 
achievements. Information included the number of beneficiaries with paid 
employment, increase in revenue compared to 2013, the number of events that the 
social enterprise participated in, the number of volunteers assisting the social 
enterprise, awards, website changes, and a new Point of Sale system that the 
enterprise had installed. 
Hence, Social Enterprises A, C and D generated information regarding social 
and financial performance, using both qualitative and quantitative data. Qualitative 
data was mainly used to communicate accountability for social performance, while 
quantitative data was used for accountability for both social and financial 
performance. All of the reports were found through external organisations, such as a 
creditor (Social Enterprise A) and parent organisations (Social Enterprises C and D), 
as no social enterprise distributed this information on its own website. Only Social 
Enterprise C distributed a flyer to the general public containing information for both 
social and financial performance, but this information was not available on its 
website. 
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4.6 ACCOUNTABILITY FOR WHAT AND HOW 
Having examined for what managers of social enterprises are accountable 
(Section 4.4), this section re-examines accountability for the dual objectives of social 
enterprises: social and financial performance, and the mechanisms that are used 
specifically to be accountable for these objectives. 
4.6.1 Accountability for social performance  
Regarding the mechanisms used to discharge accountability for social mission, 
each social enterprise manager considered accountability for social mission as an 
individual case situation, where accountability considered the number of people 
employed and benefiting from the social enterprise’s operations.  
Social Enterprise A communicated results related to social performance via 
interviews with the media and reports to its investor. The Manager of Social 
Enterprise B noted social performance data was not available as it had not been 
measured (consistent with findings in Section 4.5.3). The manager was, however, 
conscious of the importance of metrics as well as their potential limitations in 
reflecting performance and success. For Social Enterprises C and D, reporting on 
social mission was more formal than for the other two social enterprises. Social 
Enterprise C reported on the exact amount of hours of paid and volunteer 
employment, as well as the number of individuals contracted by the social enterprise. 
Social Enterprise D reported on the number of people from Indigenous communities, 
as well as certifications achieved by the employees/beneficiaries. 
We see the difference, the general population don’t, I suppose, but because it 
is on such a wide scale and it’s just the little things... We have been 
interviewed by a couple of local papers in [Queensland], The Courier Mail 
here in [Queensland], ABC Radio and also our reporting to [investor]… So 
in regards to social impact, it’s very much an individual case by case 
situation (Manager Social Enterprise A, 2014). 
 
…it actually turns into a numbers game. So it’s like over this period of years 
I would like to be able to say we had 10 people get into open employment, 
we were able to give 15 people apprenticeships… so I think it unfortunately 
turns into a numbers game in terms of accountability (Manager Social 
Enterprise B, 2014). 
 
Hours of paid employment, supervised [Y number of hours] of voluntary 
employment, and [Z number of people] had contact through [Social 
Enterprise C] (Manager Social Enterprise C, 2014). 
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I report to [Parent organisation] every three months on how many people 
I’ve employed that are Indigenous, how many people have done a Certificate 
II - things like that (Manager Social Enterprise D, 2014). 
 
Employees and customers were not consistently aware of the social outcomes. 
For Social Enterprise C, the customers were informed of the social outcomes in 
regular meetings, an informal environment. However, Customer 2 of Social 
Enterprise B considered this was an area for improvement, consistent with the lack of 
information available to the general public from Social Enterprise B through social 
media, website, and internal and external reporting. 
No, this is an area that could be improved (Customer 2 Social Enterprise B, 
2014). 
 
Yes, from the manager at regular meetings (Customer 3 Social Enterprise C, 
2014). 
 
We are informed of the social outcomes through fortnightly meetings, 
however there is no formal reporting in place (Customer 4 Social Enterprise 
C, 2014). 
 
In terms of accountability mechanisms identified by the employee of Social 
Enterprise C, these were informal through demonstrated progress rather than formal 
reporting. 
… The social mission is the driving force behind the enterprise, without it 
there is nothing to base your results on. There is always room for 
improvement, but as long as the enterprise is continually growing and 
showing improvement, that is all that could be asked of it. If an enterprise 
grows too quickly it risks not having sustainability, if it grows too slowly it 
risks becoming stagnant and staying at the same level (Employee Social 
Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
Thus, the managers of the four social enterprises expressed that being 
accountable for social mission was assessed on an individual case basis, reinforced 
through the employment business model that the social enterprises adopted. 
4.6.2 Accountability for financial performance  
All social enterprise managers used reporting in some form to communicate 
accountability for financial performance to stakeholders. However, the Manager of 
Social Enterprise B did not have access to these reports, which were maintained by 
the parent organisation. The manager had been working in the organisation for only 
three months at the time of the interview, which might explain not having access to 
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the documents. Hence, the Manager of Social Enterprise B was uncertain how the 
organisation communicated or demonstrated its accountability for financial 
performance and was also unaware of how the profits of the social enterprise were 
applied. 
I don’t think we can [demonstrate accountability for financial performance]. 
I really don’t think we can. I think to the board of [Parent organisation] 
there’s - I guess it’s just looking at the profit and losses…. Yeah, profit and 
loss statement. That will probably be the best answer. I’m not quite sure 
(Manager, Social Enterprise B, 2014). 
 
At the moment as far as I know any profits that are there go back to [Parent 
organisation] to continue doing the things that they are doing [in terms of 
social mission]… I’m not a 100% certain on that though (Manager, Social 
Enterprise B, 2014). 
 
Further, this documentation was not circulated widely within the social 
enterprise. Specifically, the Manager of Social Enterprise B mentioned having 
difficulty accessing the statement, as it was generally only available to the board.  
It is available to the board. I even have difficulty getting hold of them 
(Manager of Social Enterprise B, 2014). 
 
The Manager of Social Enterprise A noted the social enterprise used the annual 
general meeting with the board to discharge accountability for financial performance. 
For Manager of Social Enterprise C, accountability for financial performance was 
managed closely by the parent organisation’s accountant, and involved financial 
reports in general, and half yearly and annual reports to a funding organisation. 
Social Enterprise D used financial reports to discharge accountability to the 
government in its capacity as a funding source and reporting against a budget, a 
requirement imposed by the parent organisation.  
An annual general meeting where we finalise the year’s proceedings and 
that’s when I share that information with the board and anyone else who is 
involved in the company, but as a general rule it’s not something we sort of 
bandy around (Manager Social Enterprise A, 2014). 
 
There’s an accountant [who] works for [parent organisation]. He’s a bean 
counter. He worries about every last cent. I consider myself a social 
entrepreneur. I go to $100 notes. That’s all I worry about. But they want to 
go to one cent or whatever (Manager Social Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
Yes I do have reporting to [creditor], so that’s a six monthly report - six and 
12 monthly report. We’re three months in. If they look at the figures they 
can see I’m being accountable. I also have commitments to them (Manager 
Social Enterprise C, 2014). 
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We set a budget every year and each month I have to report on that budget. 
The budget is not unreasonable. Most months we meet budget. It fluctuates 
sometimes. The [government] get a copy of the annual report every year so 
they can see how the business is going (Manager Social Enterprise D, 2014). 
 
Regarding whether customers and employees of the social enterprises were 
informed of the financial outcomes of the social enterprise, all participating 
customers expressed being aware of the financial outcomes of aspects of the 
organisation, either by informal or formal mechanisms. Regarding the employee’s 
perspective on this issue, information on accountability was again more through 
demonstrated performance, than reporting mechanisms. 
We are only aware of the financial outcomes that relate to work undertaken 
on our behalf. We use the reporting tool on our software system, and raise 
[purchases] so they may invoice us (Customer 4 Social Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
Informal information sessions (Customer 3 Social Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
By the company and by e-mail communication (Customer 1 Social 
Enterprise B, 2014). 
 
Yes. The enterprise has to be able to prove it is spending its finances wisely 
and ensuring it is producing more than it is spending. Ensuring that paper 
and various other supplies are not wasted is something that can help 
sustainability, if you have to buy twice as many supplies as is needed for a 
job that is wasting money (Employee Social Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
The findings suggest that most of the participants use formal reports to 
discharge financial accountability, communicated primarily to the main stakeholders 
(annual report, budget report and financial report). These reports were requested by 
the researcher for the purposes of this study, and initially three managers agreed to 
send the documents, however none were received. Responses from managers 
suggested a strong awareness of financial responsibilities, but a preference not to 
promote this information widely. 
4.7 ACCOUNTABILITY TO WHOM AND HOW  
Having examined to whom managers of social enterprises are accountable 
(Section 4.3), this section re-examines accountability to identified stakeholders in 
terms of how accountability is demonstrated to both internal and external 
stakeholders. 
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4.7.1 Accountability to external stakeholders  
As noted in Section 4.3, external stakeholders to whom social enterprises felt 
accountable included government (in its capacity as a dominant commercial 
customer or as a funding source) and customers. These groups are considered further 
below in terms of how the social enterprises were accountable to them. 
Accountability to government 
Social enterprise managers identified the government as a stakeholder to whom 
they were accountable. However, accountability to the government was identified in 
different capacities for the social enterprises, as either a customer, a funding source 
or a regulator. Social Enterprise A was accountable to the government by virtue of 
the government being its dominant commercial customer, while Social Enterprises B 
and D were accountable to the government as a funding source. Social Enterprise B 
was accountable to the government through Key Performance Indicators for 
employees/beneficiaries learning new skills, while Social Enterprise D demonstrated 
accountability through certifications achieved by employees/beneficiaries. 
Essentially, all social enterprises were accountable to the government in its capacity 
as a regulator through compliance and reporting requirements. Table 4.10 shows the 
different accountability relationships to the government for each of the social 
enterprises. 
No, we receive no government funding whatsoever. We rely purely on 
contractual work (Manager of Social Enterprise A, 2014). 
 
Yeah, through the [Government] there’s a bit of funding (Manager Social 
Enterprise B, 2014). 
 
The [Government] provides us with KPIs - Key Performance Indicators - 
that we have to make sure that people are achieving…new skills (Manager 
Social Enterprise B, 2014). 
 
Here we get some government funding… to assist people with disabilities to 
work here, but we do have some people that we don’t have any government 
funding for (Manager Social Enterprise D, 2014). 
 
…I am required to make sure that a number of support employees achieve 
some sort of qualification - a [Certificate] in [a relevant discipline]… 
(Manager Social Enterprise D, 2014). 
 
 80 Chapter 4:Findings 
Table 4.10: Accountability to government 
 Social Enterprise 
A 
Social Enterprise 
B 
Social Enterprise 
C 
Social Enterprise 
D 
Dominant 
commercial 
customer 
x    
Funding source  x  x 
Regulator x x x x 
 
Three of the four social enterprise managers expressed negative opinions about 
being accountable to the government for financial support, indicating a strong 
awareness of financial accountability. This negative opinion was influenced by a 
desire to be financially independent, in order to focus more on the social objectives 
of the social enterprise. 
The Manager of Social Enterprise A mentioned a preference for commercial 
contracts rather than government money (subsidies) in the long-term. The Manager 
of Social Enterprise B expressed an opinion about the challenges of being 
accountable to the government in terms of reporting. These opinions from the 
Managers of Social Enterprise A and B were essentially related to funding sources in 
general, as the main customer of Social Enterprise A was the government, and the 
manager intended to extend this government contract. The Manager of Social 
Enterprise C indicated that being accountable to the government was not desirable, 
and was pleased with not having the government as a funding source so that the 
social enterprise was able to focus on its social mission.  
We don’t want government money we just want [commercial] contracts 
(Manager Social Enterprise A, 2014). 
 
My own opinion with funding bodies is that they move your focus away 
from the product itself, and perhaps as a viable business you’re now focused 
on the money that’s coming from the government, and then you’re 
constantly just doing the things the government wants you to do where you 
forget about the customer. So there’s a problem there. I know they can be 
worked out and they can be integrated somehow, but there needs to be a 
point at which you’re able to say well I can’t do that because if I did that it 
will take away too much focus from my customer… and sometimes I think 
we put too much focus on the government funding and we don’t put enough 
on the customer and the product (Manager Social Enterprise B, 2014). 
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We are not accountable to the government.6 No thank you (Manager Social 
Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
Accountability to customers 
In regards to social enterprises’ accountability to customers, managers showed 
different types of approaches. Three of the four social enterprise managers expressed 
an informal type of accountability to customers, while the other social enterprise 
manager expressed a formal and procedural type of accountability, being accountable 
to its main customer. 
While the Manager of Social Enterprise C did not mention accountability to 
customers, the employee of Social Enterprise C considered accountability to 
customers as primarily delivering their products in good condition, for a fair price, 
and providing technical advice. However, the Manager of Social Enterprise C 
emphasised accountability to employees and volunteers rather than customers. 
[Social Enterprise C] is accountable to customers by ensuring the items sold 
are in good working order and without fault, by ensuring it is reasonably 
priced since many of its customers are struggling (Employee Social 
Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
The Manager of Social Enterprise D shared similar views, suggesting that 
accountability to customers was not a priority beyond the presentation, quality and 
maintenance of the product. The manager associated accountability to customers 
with good customer service. 
…Our customers, you know, they are stakeholders they dictate what we 
make, what is purchased. They are a major stakeholder but they don’t dictate 
how we run the business… We’re not accountable to them, but we need to 
ensure that they’re getting a good quality product. People will break a 
[product] and bring it back and say, “Can you fix it up?” Where else can you 
buy a [product], break it and then bring it back to be repaired? I don’t know 
of anywhere else where you can [do that]. We’re picking a [product] up from 
the Gold Coast next week that was purchased about eight years ago - a tree 
fell on it. They want it fixed up. Where else do you know? (Manager Social 
Enterprise D, 2014). 
 
However, perceptions of accountability to customers by the Manager of Social 
Enterprise B differed; noting customers were necessary to employ people with 
disabilities. Hence accountability to customers in this context was linked to 
                                                          
 
 
6 Referring to government in its capacity as a funding source. 
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accountability for the social enterprise’s identity and social purpose, delivering on its 
social mission. 
Accountable I guess to customers as well, not just from a - how do you say it 
- not from a product range, that is important as well, but from a point at 
which we’re able to prove that we’re using people with disabilities to 
produce the product… they just know that if they’re buying something 
they’re buying something from a group that works with people with 
disabilities… (Manager Social Enterprise B, 2014). 
 
The Manager of Social Enterprise A had a much greater emphasis on legal 
accountability to customers, potentially influenced by the dominant commercial role 
of one customer (government) in the social enterprise. This compliance type of 
accountability involved the main customer evaluating decisions, procedures and 
outcomes of the social enterprise. Thus, accountability to the main customer was 
more formal than the previously discussed accountabilities. 
Accountability with [main customer] it’s fulfilling those specific roles that 
are part of the contract… It’s all about formality. We’re contract bound so 
therefore we are accountable for everything that we have signed (Manager 
Social Enterprise A, 2014).  
 
Table 4.11 summarises the managers’ and employee’s perceptions of 
accountability to customers. In summary, three social enterprises (B, C and D) 
showed an informal type of accountability to their customers, while Social Enterprise 
A showed a formal type of accountability. This is potentially a result of Social 
Enterprise A having a dominant customer involving contractual arrangements. 
Table 4.11: Accountability to customers: Dimensions of accountability 
 Manager 
Social 
Enterprise A 
Manager 
Social 
Enterprise B 
Manager 
Social 
Enterprise C 
Manager 
Social 
Enterprise D 
Employee 
Social 
Enterprise C 
Fulfilling 
contractual 
demands 
x     
Fulfilling social 
mission 
 x    
Presentation, 
quality and 
customer service 
 x x x x 
 
The findings suggest that for those social enterprises that have a diversified 
customer base, accountability to customers was a very informal type of 
accountability. These findings are shown in Table 4.12. However, for the social 
enterprise with a dominant commercial customer (Social Enterprise A), 
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accountability was formal, based on fulfilling the contractual demands to this 
customer, reinforcing the importance of commercial obligations underpinning 
financial performance. 
Table 4.12: Accountability types to commercial customers 
 Social 
Enterprise A 
Social 
Enterprise B 
Social 
Enterprise C 
Social 
Enterprise D 
Formal type of 
accountability 
x    
Less formal of 
accountability 
 x x x 
 
4.7.2 Accountability to internal stakeholders  
As noted in Section 4.3, the most common internal stakeholders to whom 
social enterprises felt accountable were employees/beneficiaries. How accountability 
was demonstrated to this group is considered under the relevant headings below. 
Accountability to employees/beneficiaries 
All four social enterprises’ social missions involved providing training and 
employment for disadvantaged people. Consequently, many of their employees were 
beneficiaries (in addition to volunteers and other staff). In relation to how the social 
enterprises were accountable to their employees, three of the four social enterprise 
managers demonstrated accountability by providing employees with jobs, and 
making sure they had employment entitlements, such as wages. The Manager of 
Social Enterprise A acknowledged accountability to employees/beneficiaries in three 
broad areas: providing them with a job (e.g. empowerment); ensuring mandatory 
business requirements were satisfied (e.g. wages, insurance and superannuation); and 
providing staff with involvement in the decision making of the company. Each of 
these types of accountability had both formal and informal dimensions.  
… That’s empowering for them. That’s a sense of freedom that in the past, 
especially being on welfare, they didn’t have, and they were relying on the 
government to provide them with assistance… (Manager Social Enterprise 
A, 2014). 
 
Obviously there is accountability in regards to just normal things - wages, 
insurance, superannuation… Everyone needs to be comfortable that yes, at 
the end of this week there’s going to be enough money to pay wages and 
things like that, which has never been an issue for us, but you know it’s all 
about those little things…But also it’s about just meeting the requirements 
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and guidelines that are mandatory with running a business (Manager Social 
Enterprise A, 2014). 
 
In regards to our staff, yes, and that’s why I formed the staff committee to 
give them a platform where they had a voice to air grievances, to bring new 
ideas to our business. We have some fantastic staff here who have some 
really great ideas and whilst most people would think if you are standing in a 
gatehouse at a tip it’s a pretty easy job, it’s actually quite a complicated 
job… It’s empowering for them to be able to make a difference to their own 
workplace. So I suppose that’s where our accountability comes in (Manager 
Social Enterprise A, 2014). 
 
The Manager of Social Enterprise C had similar views, perceiving 
employee/beneficiary accountability as being accessible and providing employees 
with workplace health and safety. However, in contrast to the Manager of Social 
Enterprise A, who included employees in the decision making of the social 
enterprise, the Manager of Social Enterprise C emphasised the need to have a chain 
of command. 
At the end of the day, the accountability is making sure that [for] any staff - 
there’s workplace health and safety - that it’s a safe environment (Manager 
Social Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
You have to have a chain of command. I am the boss. I don’t want to be the 
boss but somebody has to be the boss… If you drag people up off the floor 
to make decisions that the boss should be making you’re going to fail 
(Manager Social Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
Both the manager and the employee of Social Enterprise C also emphasised 
workplace health and safety in the context of employees/beneficiaries potentially due 
to the nature of its operations (i.e. involving disadvantaged people), which may be 
seen as an important aspect of accountability for these social enterprises. This health 
and safety theme might also have been raised due to the industry (manufacturing) in 
which Social Enterprise C operates. 
Instituting procedures and policies to ensure my safety and knowledge of 
what to do in case of an emergency… making sure everyone is working in 
an environment where they don't feel persecuted or fearful of being bullied 
or harmed (Employee Social Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
The Manager of Social Enterprise D perceived accountability to 
employees/beneficiaries similarly to the other managers, that is, being able to pay 
employee wages, provide them with a job, and ensuring that some of the employees 
achieve a qualification. This accountability was imposed by the parent organisation 
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of the social enterprise and was a further step in social mission, where beneficiaries 
not only had employment, but were furthering their education. 
I think because we employ people with disabilities we need to be 
accountable to ensure that we can pay their wage. We don’t want them to be 
disadvantaged in any way. So being accountable means we can continue 
employing people and continue paying their wage (Manager Social 
Enterprise D, 2014). 
 
I think it’s really good that [Parent organisation] is investing in social 
enterprise because it means that we are trying to make people with 
disabilities lives more impressive than what... [Talking to employed 
beneficiary] “If you didn’t work here, what would you be doing?”…A lot of 
the people next door, if they didn’t have a job I can guarantee you they 
wouldn’t be doing a lot. They’d be home (Manager Social Enterprise D, 
2014).  
 
Social Enterprise B was also focused on teaching the employees/beneficiaries 
new skills, rather than only providing employment.  
I guess the accountability is probably just the tasks that are to be done every 
day and learning how to do the cash register, or learning how to stock up the 
drinks, or learning how to take temperatures on the fridges (Manager Social 
Enterprise B, 2014). 
 
Table 4.13 summarises the accountability obligations to 
employees/beneficiaries that social enterprise managers identified. Of the four social 
enterprises, only the Manager of Social Enterprise A mentioned including the 
employees in the decision making. Both Social Enterprise B and Social Enterprise D 
were accountable for the employees furthering their education.  
Table 4.13: Demonstrating accountability to employees/beneficiaries 
 Manager 
Social 
Enterprise A 
Manager 
Social 
Enterprise B 
Manager 
Social 
Enterprise C 
Manager 
Social 
Enterprise D 
Employee 
Social 
Enterprise C 
Work entitlements: 
wages, insurance, 
superannuation 
x   x  
Inclusion in decision 
making 
x     
Job (empowerment) x   x  
Training employees 
(learning new things or 
qualifications 
 x  x  
Being accessible   x   
Workplace health and 
safety 
  x  x 
Secure working 
environment 
  x   
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4.7.3 Accountability to main stakeholder  
Accountability to customers has previously been compared and examined, 
where Social Enterprise A had a more formal relationship with its dominant 
commercial customer while the other three social enterprises showed a less formal 
type of relationship to their diversified customer base. However, comparing 
accountability to the main stakeholders of all four social enterprises reveals a similar 
type of accountability among these main stakeholders. Table 4.14 shows the main 
stakeholders of the participating social enterprises. 
Table 4.14: Main stakeholders of participating social enterprises 
 Social 
Enterprise A 
Social 
Enterprise B 
Social 
Enterprise C 
Social 
Enterprise D 
Government as 
commercial customer 
x    
Parent organisation  x x x 
 
As noted previously, for Social Enterprise A (the only social enterprise with a 
dominant customer), the manager was primarily focused on fulfilling the contractual 
demands of this main customer. 
Well obviously with the [Main customer] it’s all about formality. We’re 
contract bound so therefore we are accountable for everything that we have 
signed…. So if there’s so many mistakes the council have the right, as per 
the contract, to penalise us in a financial way. So it’s fairly stringent some of 
the guidelines and things like that (Manager, Social Enterprise A, 2014). 
 
While Social Enterprises B, C and D did not have a dominant commercial 
customer, they did have a dominant stakeholder in regards to the organisational 
structure and business model (i.e. parent organisations). The three managers 
identified their parent organisation as their main stakeholder to whom they were 
accountable (noted in Section 4.3).  
The Manager of Social Enterprise B did not expressly mention accountability 
requirements to its parent organisation. However, the Managers of Social Enterprises 
C and D noted formal requirements to their parent organisations, including financial 
reports, social reports, weekly newsletters for Social Enterprise C and monthly 
reports on financial performance and activities for Social Enterprise D.  
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…I’ve got to do a monthly report [including] financial reports, social 
outcome reports and my personal data - what I’ve done for the week 
(Manager, Social Enterprise C, 2014). 
 
I’m required to report to [parent organisation] every month financially and 
on all the activities that we are doing as well… (Manager, Social Enterprise 
D, 2014). 
 
Table 4.15 shows the accountability types (formal/informal) that the social 
enterprise managers had with their main stakeholders, highlighting that three of the 
social enterprises (A, C and D) had a formal type of accountability to their main 
stakeholders, while there were no accountability requirements mentioned regarding 
Social Enterprise B. 
Table 4.15: Accountability types to social enterprises’ main stakeholder 
 Manager Social 
Enterprise A 
Manager Social 
Enterprise B 
Manager Social 
Enterprise C 
Manager Social 
Enterprise D 
Formal type of 
accountability 
x  x x 
Informal type of 
accountability 
    
No accountability 
requirements mentioned 
 x   
 
4.7.4 Mechanisms of accountability for each stakeholder group 
Table 4.16 to Table 4.19 summarise the mechanisms of accountability found in 
each participating social enterprise to each stakeholder group. The tables show that 
main stakeholders (parent organisations, and the government as the main customer), 
as well as creditors had formal types of accountability, while the general public and 
employees/beneficiaries had informal types of accountability. To these upward 
stakeholders there appeared to be an emphasis on accountability for both social and 
financial performance. In contrast, accountability to the other stakeholders was 
generally more focused on social performance.  
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Table 4.16: Mechanisms of accountability of Social Enterprise A 
Accountability to whom Accountability how 
Main customer Fulfilling contractual demands  
Formal monthly meetings 
Creditor Repaying money 
Government Yearly audits 
General public Monthly newsletters, communication via 
interviews with local papers, radio and reports to 
creditor 
Board Annual general meeting 
Employees Work entitlements, include them in decision 
making, providing employees with a job 
General public Social media 
Website 
Annual impact and investor reports from creditor 
 
Table 4.17: Mechanisms of accountability of Social Enterprise B 
Accountability to whom Accountability how 
Government as a funding source Yearly audit 
Key Performance Indicators 
Parent organisation No accountability requirements specified 
Employees Employees learning new things 
Customers Presentation, quality and customer service  
Employing people with disabilities 
General public Website 
 
Table 4.18: Mechanisms of accountability of Social Enterprise C 
Accountability to whom Accountability how 
Parent organisation Financial reports 
Weekly newsletter of data 
Small customers Presentation, quality and customer service 
Fortnightly meeting for social outcomes  
Creditor Six and 12 monthly report 
Employees and volunteers Being accessible 
Workplace health and safety  
General public Social media 
Website 
Website of parent organisation 
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Table 4.19: Mechanisms of accountability of Social Enterprise D 
Accountability to whom Accountability how 
Parent organisation Monthly reports on financial performance 
Financial activities 
Government Report every 3 months 
Annual report 
Service agreement 
Board  Report on meeting the budget 
Customers Presentation, quality, and customer service 
Employees Work entitlements 
Providing employees with a job 
Employees achieving qualifications 
General public Social media 
Website 
Annual report of parent organisation 
 
4.8 SUMMARY 
This chapter presented the findings relating to the accountability of the four 
participating social enterprises. The findings showed that different stakeholders have 
a similar understanding of what accountability means, and that managers of social 
enterprises were acutely aware of the dual purposes of the social enterprises and the 
interrelated nature of those accountabilities. In terms of to whom the participating 
social enterprises were accountable, social enterprises were accountable primarily to 
their main stakeholders. In regards to accountability for what, managers showed an 
awareness of the dual objectives of the social enterprise and noted accountability 
extended to people and procedures. In terms of accountability how, social enterprises 
used a range of mechanisms to be accountable for social and financial performance. 
However, these mechanisms changed depending on the stakeholder to whom 
accountability was addressed. As such, there was an interrelation between the 
different dimensions of accountability (to whom, for what and how). These findings 
are discussed in Chapter 5, and compared to the extant literature. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
5.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter discusses the findings from Chapter 4. While the interrelation 
between accountability to whom, for what and how is acknowledged, the discussion 
of these three types of accountability is initially considered separately (structured 
similarly to Chapter 4). Section 5.2 discusses findings on the meaning of 
accountability. Section 5.3 discusses findings on accountability to whom. Section 5.4 
discusses findings in terms of accountability for what. Section 5.5 reflects on how 
social enterprises are accountable. Section 5.6 discusses accountability for what and 
how. Section 5.7 discusses accountability to whom and how. Section 5.8 presents a 
summary of the chapter.  
5.2 MEANING OF ACCOUNTABILITY  
Findings in Section 4.2.3 revealed that internal and external stakeholders had 
similar understandings of the meaning of accountability, using similar words to 
describe it and identifying social and financial responsibilities as part of 
accountability. The terms used by these stakeholders are also consistent with those 
mentioned in the literature, such as transparency and responsibility (Bovens, 2010). 
However, the literature suggests that accountability means different things to 
different people (Bovens, 2010) and the term has no clear definition (Ebrahim, 
2003b). In the context of this study, both internal and external stakeholders had a 
consistent understanding of accountability and identified financial responsibilities to 
stakeholders as central to social performance and accountability overall. This is 
important for social enterprises, as having a community that understands the term in 
a similar way helps in establishing shared understandings and expectations of both 
accountability and legitimacy across the social enterprise sector. Therefore, findings 
in Section 4.2.2 support existing accountability literature, reinforcing accountability 
for social enterprises’ dual objectives.  
External stakeholders (customers) were focused on the quality of the 
products/services as their main accountability concern. Findings in Section 4.2.3 
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show customers have expectations regarding the commercial aspects of their 
transactions (e.g. quality goods, reliable service, value for money) that social 
enterprises need to address in order to maintain the customer relationship. This may 
be a challenge, however, as organisations with a social purpose are noted as typically 
having higher operating costs than their private sector competitors (Thompson & 
Williams, 2014), particularly those social enterprises with an employment business 
model as they have additional social and financial costs (Alter, 2006). Therefore, 
being commercially competitive is important for social enterprises, as it has an 
impact on customer satisfaction and the organisation’s financial sustainability.  
Internal stakeholders (managers and employee) were focused on the 
importance of addressing the demands of key stakeholders (e.g. main stakeholder, 
government) as part of accountability. Findings in Section 4.2.2 indicated that 
managers of social enterprises acknowledged the importance of both social and 
financial accountability. By social enterprises being accountable to a range of 
internal and external stakeholders (Christensen & Ebrahim, 2006), this may make 
managers and employees increasingly cognisant of the dual objectives of the 
organisation. Importantly, each social enterprise’s main stakeholder (dominant 
customer, parent organisation) prioritised accountability for both social and financial 
performance, which influenced the social enterprise’s operations. Cornforth (2014) 
highlights that social enterprise managers are responsible for dealing with the 
potential tensions between social and commercial objectives. Managers of social 
enterprises generally demonstrated this understanding, acknowledging responsibility 
and accountability for dual objectives with a focus on being financially secure as a 
pre-requisite for being able to focus on the organisations’ social mission. Perceptions 
of accountability from both internal and external stakeholders are shown in Table 
5.1. 
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Table 5.1: Perceptions of accountability from internal and external stakeholders 
 External stakeholders (customers) 
 
Internal stakeholders (managers and 
employee) 
Synonyms and 
meaning of 
accountability 
 Transparency 
 Responsibility 
 Honesty 
 Transparency 
 Responsibility 
Aspects of 
accountability 
 Quality of product 
 Ability to demonstrate 
financial responsibility 
 Addressing the demands of 
key stakeholders 
 Financially sustainable 
operations underpinning the 
organisation’s social focus 
 
5.3 TO WHOM SOCIAL ENTERPRISES ARE ACCOUNTABLE 
Ebrahim’s (2010) directional framework of accountability for non-profit 
organisations was used in Chapter 2 to consider how social enterprises might be 
accountable to various stakeholder groups. This framework was useful in terms of 
understanding different aspects of accountability. According to Ebrahim (2010), 
three categories are used to differentiate to whom a non-profit is accountable: 
upward, downward and horizontal. Ebrahim (2010) classifies funders, patrons and 
funding bodies (such as donors, foundations and government), as actors with an 
upward accountability direction for non-profit organisations. In contrast, in the 
context of social enterprises, actors to whom social enterprises were upwardly 
accountable were parent organisation, government, board of directors, commercial 
customers and creditors. In terms of downward accountability, Ebrahim’s (2010) 
framework notes clients and community as stakeholders to whom non-profits are 
downwardly accountable. In this study, only the general public and community were 
in this category. In terms of horizontal accountability, Ebrahim (2010) classifies staff 
as groups to whom non-profits are horizontally accountable. In this study, 
employees/beneficiaries and volunteers were considered in this category. Therefore, 
while Ebrahim’s (2010) accountability directions are a useful foundation, the 
stakeholders relevant to accountability directions vary between non-profits and social 
enterprises. Table 5.2 shows the accountability directions to various stakeholder 
groups in the context of social enterprises. 
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Table 5.2: Accountability directions of participating social enterprises 
Accountability 
direction 
Social Enterprise 
A 
Social Enterprise 
B 
Social Enterprise 
C 
Social Enterprise 
D 
Upward Main customer 
Government 
Creditors 
Board 
 
Parent 
organisation 
Government 
Customers 
Board 
Parent 
organisation 
Customers 
Board 
Parent 
organisation 
Government 
Customers 
Board 
Downward  General public 
Community 
   
Horizontal Employees/ 
Beneficiaries 
Employees/ 
Beneficiaries 
Employees/ 
Beneficiaries  
Volunteers 
Employees/ 
Beneficiaries 
 
There are some specific differences between social enterprises in this study and 
non-profit organisations in terms of the upward accountability direction. In the 
context of non-profit organisations, Ebrahim (2010, p.103) defines upward 
accountability as a “relationship… often focused on the use of funds”. However, as 
social enterprises seek to create social value without relying on grants or donations, 
differences emerge within this direction of accountability. Specifically, social 
enterprises are not only accountable to funding bodies for financial support, but they 
are also accountable to their commercial customers (on a commercial basis), as they 
effectively “fund” the operations of the social enterprise. In addition, the 
accountability relationships were considered by Ebrahim (2010) in the context of 
stand-alone organisations, while three of the social enterprises of this study were part 
of a group (with a parent organisation). As a result, parent organisations are an 
additional upward stakeholder for the social enterprises of this study. Therefore, this 
extends the understanding of social enterprise accountability theory by considering 
commercial customers and parent organisations (with power over social enterprises) 
to be in an upward type of accountability relationship. Table 5.3 compares the 
accountability directions in the context of social enterprises and non-profit 
organisations. 
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Table 5.3: Accountability directions and actors for non-profit organisations versus participating social 
enterprises 
Accountability direction Social enterprises of this study Non-profit organisations 
(Ebrahim, 2010) 
Upward Parent organisation/Board of 
directors 
Government 
Commercial customers 
Creditors 
Funders 
Patrons 
Funding bodies (e.g. donors, 
foundations, government) 
Downward General public  
Community 
Clients (groups receiving 
services) 
Community 
Horizontal Employees/Beneficiaries 
Volunteers 
Staff 
 
Findings from Section 4.3 suggested that initially managers of the social 
enterprises felt accountable to a main stakeholder (either a parent organisation or a 
dominant customer), creditors and government. Accountability to these stakeholders 
was perceived as upward accountability due to the power that these groups exerted 
over the social enterprises. Ackermann and Eden (2011) suggest that management 
can adopt strategic responses based on the power and interest of stakeholders. 
Ebrahim (2010) mentions accountability as a relational concept and also highlights 
the role that power has in accountability relationships. These two authors have a 
similar understanding of power and interest relationships. The upward stakeholders 
mentioned by Ebrahim (2010) (e.g. funders, patrons, funding bodies) are similar to 
the “players” (stakeholders) with high power and high interest referred to by 
Ackermann and Eden (2011, p. 183), defined as “those interested stakeholders who 
also have a high degree of power to support firms’ strategies”. The upward 
stakeholders in this study (e.g. parent organisation/board of directors, government, 
commercial customers, creditors) were considered to have high power and high 
interest in the social enterprises, and managers were aware of the need to respond to 
their expectations. Thus, while all stakeholders (upward, downward and horizontal) 
had legitimate claims on the social enterprises, managerial attention was focused on 
those upward stakeholders who had the most power. This acknowledgement of the 
social enterprise managers’ need to respond to upward stakeholders reflects both 
social enterprises’ accountability to these stakeholders and the importance of gaining 
legitimacy from powerful and influential stakeholder groups (Mitchell, Agle, & 
Wood, 1997; Phillips, 2003). 
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Ebrahim (2010, p. 103) defines downward accountability as “relationships with 
groups receiving services, although it may also include communities or regions 
indirectly impacted by non-profit programs”. In the context of this study, where all 
participating social enterprises had an employment business model (Alter, 2006), 
downward accountability was considered to be directed only towards the general 
public and the community. Downward accountability in the context of social 
enterprises has been noted by Connolly and Kelly (2011) as being directed to 
beneficiaries, the public and the media. However, the specific form of social 
enterprise (employment business model) highlights differences from both non-profit 
and other (more general) social enterprise contexts. The beneficiaries of the social 
enterprises of this study were employees of the organisations and had full 
employment entitlements. Hence, accountability to them was classified as horizontal. 
Horizontal or internal accountability is defined by Ebrahim (2010, p. 103) as “an 
organisation’s responsibility to its mission and staff, which includes decision makers 
as well as field-level implementers”. While Alter (2006, p. 218) refers to 
beneficiaries in a social enterprise employment model as “clients”, similar to non-
profit literature, managers of social enterprises did not make reference to “clients” or 
“beneficiaries”, but rather emphasised the beneficiaries’ status as employees with the 
same rights as any other staff member of the social enterprise. The manager of Social 
Enterprise D stated “They’re not a client, they’re an employee” (Chapter 4, Section 
4.4.1). Other stakeholders considered as horizontal were non-beneficiary employees 
and volunteers of the social enterprises. Therefore, in terms of theory building, when 
examining the nature of the social enterprises and the accountability directions, it is 
important to consider the relationship between stakeholders and social enterprises, 
with accountability to stakeholders potentially considered in different directions, 
depending on the business model and nature of the relationship.  
5.4 FOR WHAT SOCIAL ENTERPRISES ARE ACCOUNTABLE 
Findings in Section 4.4 suggested that managers of social enterprises showed 
an acute awareness of the dual objectives of the social enterprises. These objectives 
are consistent with Ebrahim’s (2010) framework regarding for what non-profit 
organisations are accountable (Cornforth, 2014; Young et al., 2012). Further, 
negative opinions of being accountable to the government (in the sense of relying on 
government grants) reinforced this awareness, as social enterprises sought to be 
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financially independent. The literature mentions that social enterprises may struggle 
to create income while fulfilling their social mission (Thompson & Williams, 2014) 
and that social and financial returns are considered interdependent in terms of value 
creation (Emerson, 2003; Nicholls, 2009). Therefore, social enterprises’ 
accountability refers to both social and financial performance being addressed 
simultaneously (Zainon et al., 2014). In contrast, the results from this study suggest 
that in practice, managers adopt a sequential approach to accountability, first 
achieving financial sustainability and subsequently addressing the social enterprise’s 
social mission. Therefore, this study shows a potentially different approach to 
accountability than that found in the literature, as in practice, social enterprises may 
initially focus on financial stability before social mission fulfilment, while the 
existing literature may ignore the temporal element of dual social and financial 
objectives. 
Findings in Section 4.4 also showed that social enterprises adopted the three 
types of accountability discussed in Chapter 2: strategic (including financial 
accountability, as noted in Chapter 2, Section 2.6.1), procedural and fiduciary 
accountability. However, fiduciary accountability differed in the context of the social 
enterprises of this study. Dhanani and Connolly (2012) consider non-profit 
organisations as stand-alone entities, whereas three of the Social Enterprises (B, C 
and D) of this study reported to a parent organisation. In the context of a stand-alone 
entity, the fiduciary relationship is between the board of directors and the non-profit 
organisation (Ebrahim, 2003b), with the purpose of maximising the assets of the 
organisation (Friar & Vittori, 2015) in order to fulfil the social mission. In contrast, 
in the context of the social enterprises of this study, there were two fiduciary 
relationships in existence: that between the board of directors and the social 
enterprise, and an additional fiduciary relationship between the social enterprise and 
the parent organisation (Johnson, Daily, & Ellstrand, 1996). Therefore, in terms of 
theory building, when considering fiduciary accountability in the context of social 
enterprises, it is useful to consider the organisational structure of the social 
enterprises, as in several cases the parent organisations were an important part of 
social enterprises’ accountability. Table 5.4 shows the different aspects regarding for 
what social enterprises and non-profit organisations are accountable. 
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Table 5.4: For what social enterprises and non-profit organisations are accountable 
 Social enterprises of this study Framework for non-profit 
organisations (Dhanani and 
Connolly, 2012) 
Strategic accountability x1 x 
Procedural accountability x x 
Fiduciary accountability x2 x 
Financial accountability  x 
 
Key 
1Includes both social and financial accountability 
2Directed to a parent organisation, or board of directors 
 
5.5 HOW SOCIAL ENTERPRISES ARE ACCOUNTABLE 
While Ebrahim (2010) identifies five broad mechanisms of accountability 
(disclosures, performance assessment, participation, self-regulation and adaptive 
learning), findings revealed disclosures, both online and to specific stakeholder 
groups (e.g. reports) were the most common mechanisms adopted. 
5.5.1 Social media 
Findings from Section 4.5.1 suggest that social enterprises make limited use of 
social media to communicate accountability for social or financial performance. In 
terms of recent social media research, social media has been examined as a 
technology to communicate accountability (Treem, 2015). However, there is little 
literature that recognises social media as an accountability tool in the context of 
social enterprises. Given social media is considered a cost-effective way to reach 
multiple people and audiences (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010), it may be considered by 
social enterprises as an efficient way to reach a broad range of stakeholders and 
enhance accountability. As social enterprises have a wide range of stakeholders, 
different mechanisms are available to effectively communicate accountability.  
Findings revealed social enterprises used Facebook to communicate 
accountability, although in a very limited way. These findings may be potentially due 
to resources or context (country). In terms of resources, Bannister (2014) notes that a 
social enterprise should identify its most important stakeholders and use its limited 
resources to address the expectations of those stakeholders. This is consistent with 
the results from Section 4.5.1, as none of the managers mentioned an expectation 
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from their upward stakeholder to communicate accountability more broadly through 
online platforms such as social media. In terms of context, Sarpong and Davies 
(2014) exploring legitimacy of social enterprises found that social enterprises in the 
UK use social media to communicate and also to listen to what audiences are saying 
about the organisation and its partners. However, social media may not be as 
prevalent in Australia’s third sector, as the UK is considered one of the most 
developed countries in terms of social reporting (Nicholls, 2009). Hence, resources 
and context each have relevance to the results of this study. 
5.5.2 Websites 
The most important finding from Section 4.5.2 is that social enterprises make 
limited use of their websites for accountability of social or financial performance. 
Although literature investigating online accountability is limited, previous studies 
have examined this in the context of non-profit organisations (Dumont, 2013; 
Waters, 2007). However, there is little examination of online accountability practices 
of social enterprises in the literature. As online tools such as websites are one of the 
easiest ways organisations may access a range of stakeholders (Waters, 2007), social 
enterprises are currently not maximising the potential that websites offer to promote 
their achievements and communicate accountability. The literature mentions that an 
increasing number of people are obtaining more information from online 
environments, and that it is also a low-cost tool to provide information and involve 
more stakeholders in the organisation (Saxton and Guo 2011). Hence, if social 
enterprises want to inform the community, volunteers or smaller customers, online 
tools may be an effective way to do this.  
Findings in Section 4.5.2 revealed that Social Enterprise A had online 
information regarding financial performance, and all social enterprises mentioned 
their mission statements on their websites. However, compared to the Nonprofit 
Virtual Accountability Index (NPVAI) developed by Dumont (2013), a number of 
differences are noted. Dumont’s (2013) index was developed to help non-profit 
organisations plan their accountability in online environments (based on literature of 
non-profit accountability, government online accountability and website design 
practices). Further, it is consistent with accountability measures identified by 
Ebrahim (2009) including disclosure on governance, performance and mission. A 
comparison of the findings of this study in terms of online accountability disclosures 
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with Dumont’s (2013) accountability index highlights aspects of online 
accountability addressed (e.g. strategic plans, results, mission) and not addressed 
(e.g. financials, performance results, annual report) through social enterprises’ 
websites. This comparison reveals a number of gaps; that is, information that may be 
useful in communicating social enterprise accountability in the future. While the 
index measures developed by Dumont (2013) consist of 22 items, 18 of these items 
are considered relevant to social enterprises online accountability.7 In addition, five 
new items were included, based on the findings from this study: photos and stories of 
beneficiaries (as some of the social enterprises of this study shared photos and stories 
of their beneficiaries); contact details (as all of the social enterprises of this study 
provided their contact details); list of products or services on offer (since social 
enterprises as businesses offer products or services); and time of 
operation/establishment (how long the social enterprises have been operating for, as 
this may inform accountability for financial performance in terms of business life 
cycle).  
Dumont’s (2013) framework is useful to examine and compare specific items 
that social enterprises might use to communicate accountability for social and 
financial performance through online channels. However, the framework was 
developed initially in a non-profit organisation context and is not considered 
comprehensive as it does not asses quality of information. As such, a social 
enterprise may address all of the items on the list, but may not necessarily be highly 
accountable, as the quality of information is not considered. Furthermore, websites 
are only one of many channels that social enterprises have to communicate or 
demonstrate accountability. By way of example, a social enterprise may have regular 
meetings with its beneficiaries or customers (e.g. Social Enterprise C), which may be 
a better use of resources to demonstrate accountability than posting details on its 
website. Therefore, findings reveal a preference by management of social enterprises 
to communicate accountability through selective channels, according to its specific 
                                                          
 
 
7 The four items excluded relate to accessibility, including: (1) navigation bar format consistency, (2) 
navigation links notably clickable, (3) font colour and formatting, and (4) size between titles and text. 
These items were excluded as they did not fit the context of social enterprise accountability or were 
considered less relevant in terms of communicating accountability. 
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stakeholders and managerial strategies, rather than communicating accountability 
more broadly. 
Table 5.5 shows the categories of online accountability that were considered 
most relevant to social enterprises based on the (modified) framework by Dumont 
(2013) and findings from this study. There were 12 categories which were not 
addressed by any of the social enterprises. These included: search function, annual 
report, financials, performance results, by-laws, board of directors minutes/summary, 
board of directors’ members, employee directory and performance measures. The 
most common categories disclosed based on the findings for social enterprises were 
strategic plan/goals and mission. Additional categories of relevance based on the 
findings included photos or stories of beneficiaries, hours of paid employment, 
contact details, list of products or services available and time of 
operation/establishment. 
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Table 5.5: Categories of online accountability 
 Social 
Enterprise A 
Social 
Enterprise B 
Social 
Enterprise C 
Social 
Enterprise D 
1. Target audience links  x x  
2. Site updates     
3. Newsletter/community 
updates 
 x x  
4. Use of other media to 
inform 
  x  
5. Online donations    x 
6. Blog     
7. Number of social 
networking sites 
  x x 
8. Search     
9. Annual report     
10. Financials     
11. Performance results     
12. By-laws     
13. Board of directors 
minutes/summary 
    
14. Board of directors 
members 
    
15. Strategic plan/ goals x  x x 
16. Employee directory     
17. Performance measures     
18. Mission x x x x 
19. Photos or stories of 
beneficiaries1 
x   x 
20. Number of hours of paid 
employment1 
  x  
21. Contact details1 x x x x 
22. List of products or services 
on sale1 
x x  x 
23. Time of 
operation/establishment1 
 x x x 
Total 5 6 9 8 
 
Adapted from Dumont (2013) 
Key 
1New categories included in this research based on the findings of the study 
 
Although all social enterprises listed their mission statement, limited further 
information was provided in terms of the achievements towards the social and 
financial performance. Mission is considered in Ebrahim’s (2010) framework of 
accountability, and was examined in Section 4.5.2. Results indicated there was 
limited information regarding accountability for social performance, apart from a 
simple mission statement of the organisation. Two social enterprises (A and D) 
provided details of impact through photos and stories of the employees/beneficiaries 
as a way of addressing accountability for social mission, noting it was assessed on an 
individual case basis. This is consistent with non-profit literature noting that 
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storytelling is an informal mechanism of accountability (Chen, 2013). Social 
Enterprise C provided the outputs of the organisation through reporting hours of paid 
employment. These findings are similar to those of Dhanani and Connolly (2012) in 
the context of non-profit organisations, where organisations acknowledged that 
quantitative information is important to discharge accountability for social 
performance. Financial accountability was also very limited, as there were no 
financial reports found on any of the websites. 
Communicating accountability for both social and financial performance is 
important for social enterprises. If one of the primary objectives of social enterprises 
is to advance towards fulfilling a social mission (Austin et al., 2006), accountability 
for the outcomes of this mission is essential. This involves ensuring both social and 
financial objectives remain a priority. Otherwise the risk of mission drift emerges 
(Battilana & Lee, 2014), such that the social enterprise behaves more like a for-profit 
business than a social enterprise. Further, reporting on accountability for both social 
and financial performance helps to reinforce the organisation’s legitimacy as a social 
enterprise (Connolly & Kelly, 2011). Thus, while all four social enterprises publicly 
disclosed their mission statement, there is scope for additional detail regarding 
accountability for social and financial performance to be promoted through social 
enterprise’s websites. 
In terms of the intrinsic nature of accountability for both social and financial 
performance, various performance measures were noted in internal and external 
reports distributed to selected stakeholder groups (e.g. financial reports, reports on 
financial performance). However, these reports were not publicly available on the 
social enterprises’ websites. Performance measures are key in demonstrating results 
to stakeholders (Ebrahim, 2009). Thus, if social enterprises do not make this 
information widely available, potential customers and other stakeholders have no 
information on whether the organisation is meeting its social mission and financial 
objectives. Ebrahim (2009) identifies performance as an important part of 
accountability, and reinforces that organisations should be held accountable for their 
outcomes. Some of the ways in which non-profit organisations can be accountable 
for performance are annual reports, project reports and logical frameworks (Ebrahim, 
2009). None of the social enterprises provided any of these reports (e.g. annual 
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reports, project reports, logical frameworks) on their websites, but were distributed 
selectively instead.  
5.5.3 Internal and external reporting 
Findings from Section 4.5.3 revealed that social enterprises communicated 
accountability through internal and external reports to selected stakeholder groups, 
consistent with an instrumental approach to stakeholder management. The normative 
view of stakeholder theory considers doing or not doing something based on what is 
right or wrong (Donaldson & Preston, 1995). In contrast, the instrumental view of 
stakeholder theory is a more pragmatic approach, where actions are undertaken based 
on the expected achievements or outcomes (Donaldson & Preston, 1995). Social 
enterprises generated reports that were targeted to specific stakeholders who were 
typically upward stakeholders (e.g. commercial customers, parent organisations, 
creditors, board of directors and government), and these upward stakeholders made 
them available online on their own websites. Ackermann & Eden’s (2011) notion of 
strategic management of stakeholders suggests that prioritising and focusing efforts 
on the most relevant stakeholders of the organisation leads to long-term viability and 
achievement of strategic goals, consistent with an instrumental stakeholder approach 
and the findings from this study. Accordingly, those stakeholders who had high 
power and high interest received the most managerial attention (Ackermann & Eden, 
2011). 
Findings in Section 4.5.3 are also consistent with literature on the non-profit 
sector which suggests that non-profit organisations prioritise the needs of upward 
stakeholders, including accountability to them (O'Dwyer & Unerman, 2007, 2008). 
Ebrahim (2003a) suggests that accountability is prioritised to upward stakeholders as 
non-profit organisations’ funding or legal (non-profit) status may be compromised if 
they do not provide these reports. These accountability relationships are similar to 
this study’s findings in the context of social enterprises, where accountability to 
upward stakeholders, (a parent organisation, the government (as the dominant 
commercial customer) or other commercial customers) was prioritised. Hence, 
without these accountability reports, the parent organisation may choose to cut the 
budget for the social enterprise or the government or customers may choose another 
social enterprise or organisation for their commercial or social transactions. 
Therefore, depending on stakeholders’ priorities, social enterprises have similar 
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accountability relationships and tensions to those identified by Ebrahim (2003a) for 
non-profit organisations.  
Findings suggest that expectations regarding how social enterprises 
communicate accountability to their stakeholders should be considered further, as 
social enterprises often relied on the main stakeholder to communicate reports on 
their behalf. However, the main stakeholder may expect the social enterprise to also 
communicate these results to other stakeholders. Consequently, from a normative 
stakeholder perspective, communication about accountability more broadly (e.g. to 
downward and horizontal stakeholders) is desirable in order to address other 
stakeholders’ information needs, as it increases transparency (Bull & Crompton, 
2006) and legitimacy (Bovens, 2010). This is also consistent with the views of 
managers, who noted transparency as an important aspect of accountability (Chapter 
4, Section 4.2.2). Thus, although there are benefits of focusing managerial attention 
on selected stakeholders, from a normative perspective an opportunity for social 
enterprises to communicate internal and external reports more broadly was found 
from this study. 
As noted in Chapter 2, Section 2.7, non-profit accountability may be 
discharged through five different mechanisms: disclosures, performance assessment, 
participation, self-regulation and adaptive learning (Ebrahim, 2010). However, based 
on the findings, there was an emphasis by social enterprises on disclosure statements 
(e.g. annual reports, financial reports), and performance assessments. Self-regulation 
is the “efforts by nonprofit networks to develop standards or codes of behaviour and 
performance” (Ebrahim, 2010, p.110). Yet, none of the participating social 
enterprises mentioned such standards during the interviews, potentially due to 
focusing on satisfying the requirements or expectations of their main stakeholder 
(e.g. parent organisation or dominant customer). However, this may mean that when 
there is a main stakeholder who demands results from the social enterprise, the social 
enterprise makes this a priority, signalling an instrumental approach to stakeholder 
management. This may create problems (e.g. mission drift) if the social enterprise 
only satisfies powerful stakeholder demands rather than following its own objectives 
or considering stakeholders more broadly.  
Participation and adaptive learning (Ebrahim, 2010) was also identified in the 
participating social enterprises (Social Enterprises A and B) through involvement of 
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employees/beneficiaries in decision making processes and meetings with small 
customers for social outcomes. This does not necessarily mean that the other social 
enterprises did not use these mechanisms, but that they may be used in less formal 
ways (e.g. policies applicable to employees, which included beneficiaries). Further, 
given the social enterprises’ employment model, participation of 
beneficiaries/employees was central to their operations, with accountability often 
demonstrated through performance (operating a business involving disadvantaged 
people, delivering quality products and services). As discussed earlier, if social 
enterprises lack internal accountability mechanisms to keep them focused on their 
own objectives, they may focus too much on demands from powerful stakeholders. 
Further, they may inadvertently overlook mechanisms useful to communicate 
accountability to a broader range of stakeholders. Importantly, interests of the main 
stakeholders were aligned with those of the social enterprises, avoiding tensions or 
conflict, however in practice this may not always happen. Thus, from a normative 
stakeholder perspective, channels to communicate accountability to social 
enterprises’ wider stakeholders remain important areas for development.  
5.6 ACCOUNTABILITY FOR WHAT AND HOW 
5.6.1 Accountability for social mission 
Findings from Section 4.6.1 indicated that managers of social enterprises 
considered accountability for social mission to be a challenge. This was potentially 
related to the nature of the participating social enterprises’ social mission. This 
finding is consistent with the literature, as there are reported challenges of third 
sector organisations in performance measurement (Cordery & Sinclair, 2013) as well 
as difficulties in measuring social performance in the social enterprise sector 
(Battilana & Lee, 2014; Connolly & Kelly, 2011). Ebrahim et al. (2014, p. 4) also 
mention challenges regarding accountability for social mission, described as being 
“complicated by a lack of common standards or benchmarks for social performance 
measurement, and the general difficulty of comparing social performance across 
organizations”. This difficulty relates to the challenge of measuring impact on 
beneficiaries being provided with employment, as this impact may differ among 
individual beneficiaries, and have several flow-on effects. Therefore, findings 
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support literature regarding both non-profits and social enterprises, noting the 
challenges of measuring social performance. 
Managers’ approaches to accountability for social performance in terms of 
beneficiaries/employees were based on assessing individual case situations, 
communicated in narrative form. Approaches taken by most of the social enterprises 
in this study involved communicating the number of people that had been employed 
by the enterprises as beneficiaries. However, this communication was to selective 
groups rather than widely promoted, as not all customers of social enterprises 
reported being aware of the social outcomes of the organisations. Findings in Chapter 
4, Section 4.7.4 noted that two (C and D) of the three social enterprises with parent 
organisations communicated this information to their parent organisations. 
Therefore, limitations regarding both generating and communicating this data were 
found across the social enterprises, as most of this data was not communicated to 
horizontal or downward stakeholders. Table 5.6 summarises how accountability for 
social mission was evaluated and communicated by the participating social 
enterprises of this study. 
Table 5.6: Summary of how accountability for social mission was evaluated and communicated 
Data 
source 
Social Enterprise A Social Enterprise B Social Enterprise C Social Enterprise D 
Managers  Employees/ 
beneficiaries 
evaluated on an 
individual case 
situation  
 Communication 
via local 
papers, radio, 
and other media 
 
 Employees/ 
beneficiaries 
evaluated on an 
individual case 
situation 
 KPIs to 
government -
number of 
certifications 
achieved by the 
employees/ 
beneficiaries 
 Employees/ 
beneficiaries 
evaluated on an 
individual case 
situation  
 Monthly 
reports with 
social outcomes 
and 
performance 
data provided 
to parent 
organisation 
 Employees/ 
beneficiaries 
evaluated on an 
individual case 
situation  
 Reports to 
parent 
organisation on 
social 
performance 
(e.g. 
Indigenous 
employees, 
number of 
certifications 
achieved) 
Customers   Not aware of 
social mission 
outcomes 
 Regular 
meetings to 
inform 
customers 
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An interesting finding from Section 4.5.4 is that the Manager of Social 
Enterprise B expressed that accountability for social mission is a “numbers game”, 
however, the social enterprise manager noted that the organisation did not measure 
these numbers. KPIs were directed to government regarding the number of 
qualifications achieved by the employees/beneficiaries. However, the social 
enterprise only measured what was asked of them by the government. Further, the 
Manager of Social Enterprise B noted the importance of measuring outputs, 
acknowledging numbers were important but did not measure them as they were not 
part of any upward stakeholder demands. Hence, in terms of social enterprise 
accountability theory, it is important to understand the requirements of upward 
stakeholders as potential drivers of social enterprises’ accountability approaches. 
Creating social value is one of the core objectives of social enterprises, and to 
not measure social performance or value may create legitimacy problems. Luke et al. 
(2013) mention that a way in which social enterprises communicate legitimacy is by 
evaluating performance outcomes and impacts of the organisation, but acknowledge 
the difficulty of doing this in a meaningful way, consistent with the experience of 
Social Enterprise B. Furthermore, problems with not measuring value or reporting on 
social impact could also have implications in decision making. Nicholls (2009) 
suggests that reporting on social impact can improve the organisation’s performance 
from an internal and external perspective, as this enhances strategic decision making. 
Thus, communicating results to stakeholders aids both legitimacy and decision 
making.  
The Productivity Commission Research Report (2010) prepared by the 
Australian Government on the non-profit sector differentiates the levels of 
contribution to social mission in five different categories: inputs, activities, outputs, 
outcomes and impacts. Inputs are the resources used by the organisation (e.g. money 
and facilities), activities are what is undertaken by the organisation for the 
advancement of the mission (e.g. community events, counselling), outputs are the 
product of the activities (e.g. number of beneficiaries, number of classes, number of 
counselling hours), outcomes are the benefits achieved for the participants at a micro 
level (e.g. new skills, new behaviour), and impacts are the macro level benefits 
achieved for the community (e.g. stronger community) (The Productivity 
Commission, 2010). All social enterprises reported on their social activities; that is 
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providing employment for their employees/beneficiaries. Two social enterprises (B 
and D) reported on the outcomes, Social Enterprises C reported on both the inputs 
and outputs, while none of the social enterprises reported on the impacts. Therefore, 
social enterprises most commonly communicated the activities and outcomes, but 
information about impacts was not provided. Table 5.7 shows the inputs, activities, 
outputs, outcomes and impacts of the social enterprises gathered from secondary 
data. 
Table 5.7: Inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes and impacts of social enterprises from secondary data 
 Social Enterprise A Social Enterprise B Social Enterprise C Social Enterprise D 
Inputs     Number of 
volunteered hours 
  
Activities Employment for 
disadvantaged 
people 
Employment for 
disadvantaged 
people 
Employment for 
disadvantaged 
people 
Employment for 
disadvantaged 
people 
Outputs     Number of hours of 
paid employment 
  
Outcomes   Employees/ 
beneficiaries 
learning new things 
  Employees/ 
beneficiaries 
achieving 
certificates  
Impacts         
 
5.6.2 Accountability for financial performance 
Findings from Section 4.5.5 revealed that most of the participating social 
enterprises produced reports regarding financial performance, communicated to 
selected stakeholders. As noted previously, this is consistent with the literature 
discussing how non-profit organisations prioritise the needs of upward stakeholders 
over other stakeholders (O'Dwyer & Unerman, 2007). Of note, is that the Manager of 
Social Enterprise B was not aware of how the social enterprise could be accountable 
for financial performance and mentioned difficulty in obtaining access to the profit 
and loss statement. This was potentially explained by two reasons: the manager 
having only been with the organisation for three months, and that the social 
enterprise was not making profits at the time of the interview. However, if the 
manager could not access the financial statements in the near future, it may signal 
some problems in regards to the governance of the organisation, highlighting the 
importance of access to information internally in order to be accountable and 
communicate this externally.  
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5.7 ACCOUNTABILITY TO WHOM AND HOW 
While this chapter has initially separated accountability to whom, for what and 
how, there are clear interrelations between them. Accordingly, this section analyses 
the interrelation between to whom and for what, reflecting on the findings of this 
study.  
5.7.1 Accountability to external stakeholders 
Accountability to government 
Findings from Section 4.3.2 noted that three managers expressed a negative 
opinion about being accountable to the government as a grant-giving source. This 
opinion from the managers reflected a desire to be financially independent, so that 
the main focus could be on the social enterprises’ social mission. These opinions 
may be due to the coercive power that government has (Bannister, 2014). While non-
profit organisations may often rely on government grants, this accountability 
relationship is different for social enterprises given their commercial business model. 
Of note was Social Enterprise A’s accountability to government in its capacity as a 
commercial customer, rather than a grant-giving source. The Manager of Social 
Enterprise A expressed not wanting any grants, but instead wanting commercial 
contracts, irrespective of with whom the social enterprise contracted. Therefore, 
having the government as a commercial customer is perceived differently to having 
the government as a grant-giving source, with a resulting change in accountability. 
Contracts with the government were perceived as desirable, while grants from the 
government were perceived as undesirable.  
The opinion on accountability to government was shared by the three of the 
four managers of the participating social enterprises, underscoring a tension between 
social mission and financial performance. Specifically, the Manager of Social 
Enterprise B noted that grants keep the focus away from the customer. Literature on 
social enterprises suggests that tensions caused by combining social and financial 
goals may lead to instability and mission drift (Cornforth, 2014). Social enterprises, 
as organisations that ideally rely on commercial income to achieve their social 
mission (rather than funding bodies) may in theory not be threatened by mission 
drift. However, the practice of many small social enterprises not being financially 
sustainable suggests this threat remains and requires managing. Furthermore, the risk 
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of mission drift may be exacerbated when social enterprises are only accountable for 
financial performance (Connolly & Kelly, 2011). However, as three of the 
participating social enterprises had accountability requirements from upward 
stakeholders for both social and financial performance, risk of mission drift was 
minimised and effectively managed. This underscores the importance of upward 
stakeholders’ interests being aligned with social enterprises’ objectives to manage 
risk of mission drift. 
Accountability to customers 
Findings from Section 4.3.1 suggested that managers of the participating social 
enterprises had different approaches regarding accountability to customers, 
consistent with theory on accountability relationships and stakeholder management. 
This notion extends social enterprise accountability literature by considering 
commercial customers as stakeholders to whom social enterprises are accountable, 
and examining differences between dominant and small (diversified) commercial 
customers. Differences between the participating social enterprises in how they 
discharged accountability to commercial customers were noted. Only the social 
enterprise with a dominant commercial customer (Social Enterprise A) had formal 
accountability requirements to its customer (e.g. contract, formal reporting). 
However, this social enterprise did not communicate reports or results to its other 
smaller customers. The other participating social enterprises with diversified 
customer bases (Social Enterprises B, C, D) had informal types of accountability 
requirements (e.g. informal meetings with customers).  
In Chapter 2 (Section 2.5.1), two types of accountability were identified from 
the literature: formal and informal. Formal types of accountability include 
contractual (Laughlin, 1990) or hierarchical (Roberts, 1991) accountability, while 
less formal types of accountability are referred to as communal (Laughlin, 1990) or 
socialising (Roberts, 1991) accountability. These two types of accountability are also 
linked to the type of relationship that the organisation has with its stakeholders (e.g. 
trusting (Broadbent et al., 1996), collaborative or controlling (Cordery et al., 2010)). 
The formal nature of Social Enterprise A’s accountability to its dominant 
customer aligns with Laughlin (1990) and Broadbent et al.’s (1996) contractual and 
hierarchical accountability, with written and well defined expectations. Conversely, 
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accountability to the smaller customers of Social Enterprise A appeared as a less 
formal type of accountability. Similarly, accountability of Social Enterprises B and D 
to their customers appeared as a less formal type of accountability, focused on 
managing outcomes (e.g. employing people with disabilities, the presentation of 
quality products or services). In the context of Social Enterprise C, where customers 
received regular updates, this type of accountability appears to be more collaborative 
(Cordery et al., 2010). However, in the context of Social Enterprises B and D, this 
less formal type of relationship was not “communal”, “socialising” or 
“collaborative”, but rather a passive, transactional relationship where accountability 
was intrinsic to the products and services provided by the organisation, reinforcing 
the commercial nature of social enterprises.  
Findings in Section 4.3.1 also highlight a controlling type of accountability 
(Cordery et al., 2010) (noted in Social Enterprise A regarding its dominant customer 
(e.g. contract based)) consistent with the proposed framework (Section 2.5.1). The 
social enterprise context indicates differences from non-profit literature, where such 
organisations are typically accountable primarily to funders as upward stakeholders 
(O'Dwyer & Unerman, 2007). In the context of social enterprises, however, 
commercial customers were also considered upward stakeholders; yet, accountability 
approaches varied between types of customers (e.g. large dominant customers with 
power versus small diversified customers). Hence, while the upward direction 
applied to customers collectively, the nature of accountability to them differed 
depending on whether they were dominant or not, reinforcing the importance of 
commercial funding in a social enterprise context. 
5.7.2 Accountability to internal stakeholders 
Accountability to employees/beneficiaries 
Findings from Section 4.3.2 noted accountability to employees/beneficiaries, 
was at times formal in nature (e.g. Social Enterprise A including 
employees/beneficiaries in decision making). Larner and Mason (2014) suggest staff 
involvement in decision making could be used as a mechanism to overcome conflicts 
of interests, such that the interests of many stakeholders are addressed. Further, 
Larner and Mason (2014) recommend that staff could be represented on the board 
and beneficiaries could be involved in a stakeholder committee in order to also 
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represent beneficiaries’ interests. This approach, adopted by Social Enterprise A, 
where employees/beneficiaries were included in decision making was due largely to 
the nature of the social enterprise (beneficiaries as employees), and its managerial 
approach (valuing beneficiaries’ participation). 
However, findings in this context also revealed accountability to 
employees/beneficiaries was both informal in some aspects and formal in others. 
Informal accountability was noted by the managers of Social Enterprises A and C, 
where accountability meant providing employees/beneficiaries with work 
entitlements and workplace health and safety. A more formal accountability was 
suggested by the managers in Social Enterprises B and D, where accountability 
involved the employees/beneficiaries learning new skills or achieving certifications, 
in addition to the contractual work obligations. This more formal type of 
accountability for Social Enterprises B and D was a requirement from the 
government and the parent organisation respectively, and the social enterprises had 
to report to those stakeholders. Therefore, upward accountability to these dominant 
stakeholders facilitated benefits for the employees/beneficiaries by monitoring 
aspects of social enterprise performance which directly affected 
employees/beneficiaries. 
5.7.3 Accountability to main stakeholder 
All four social enterprises of this study had a main stakeholder (either a parent 
organisation or a commercial customer), which influenced accountability. This is 
consistent with literature suggesting that key stakeholders have an important role in 
accountability standards (Dixon et al., 2006; Ebrahim, 2005). However, when 
comparing accountability amongst the main stakeholders, there were several 
similarities amongst the participating social enterprises. As mentioned previously, 
Social Enterprise A experienced a controlling type of accountability relationship with 
its dominant customer. This formal accountability was similar to Social Enterprise C 
and D’s accountability requirements to their main stakeholder (parent organisations). 
The manager of Social Enterprise B did not mention any accountability requirements 
to the social enterprise’s main stakeholder. Social Enterprise C provided social and 
financial reports, in addition to weekly newsletters, while Social Enterprise D 
provided monthly financial reports, and also communicated all activities of the social 
enterprise to its parent organisation. Three of the four participating social enterprises 
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produced reports demanded by their main stakeholder, either a parent organisation or 
the main commercial customer. Communication with small customers of the social 
enterprise was minimal, in most cases limited to online (publicly available) 
information (e.g. social media, websites, online reports). Further, accountability 
regarding employees had two different dimensions, formal and less formal. The 
formal accountability was directed to the main stakeholders (e.g. certifications and 
training), while the informal accountability was directed to the employees themselves 
(e.g. ongoing employment).8 Table 5.8 shows the two types of accountability 
relationships found in this study, highlighting the formal nature of accountability to 
dominant stakeholders. 
Table 5.8: Formal and less formal types of accountability relationships in this study 
 Employees Diversified 
commercial 
customer 
Main stakeholder 
Formal type of accountability   x 
Less formal type of accountability x x  
 
While accountability was primarily to main (upward) stakeholders, the formal 
expectations of these stakeholders reinforced the importance of social and financial 
performance, ultimately benefiting the interests of beneficiaries/employees and the 
sustainability of the social enterprises. This finding evidences the interrelation 
between to whom and how social enterprises are accountable, which is potentially 
explained by the power in the accountability relationships. This relates to stakeholder 
theory noting the influence that stakeholders with power have over a firm (Phillips, 
2003), as the main stakeholders possessed a greater amount of power than employees 
and diversified commercial customers. 
5.7.4 Mechanisms of accountability 
Findings in Section 4.7 presented the different accountability mechanisms that 
the participating social enterprises used for social and financial performance, 
depending on the stakeholders. In terms of how social enterprises reported to their 
                                                          
 
 
8 While employment has both formal (contractual) and informal dimensions, findings indicate social 
enterprises emphasise the informal dimensions (e.g. safe, supportive work environment, being 
accessible, learning new things, inclusion).  
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stakeholders, it is noted that none of the four social enterprises prepared an annual 
report for any of the stakeholders involved. This contrasts with the non-profit 
literature where Dhanani and Connolly (2012, p. 1141) note that in the United States, 
the annual report “is increasingly being recognized as one of the most widely used 
tools with which organisations can account to their stakeholders”. In the case of the 
participating social enterprises, some parent organisations included information 
about the social enterprises in their own annual reports, however the social 
enterprises did not directly and publicly report on their own social and financial 
performance. The contrast between the understanding in the non-profit literature and 
the findings of this study regarding the annual report may be due to context. In 
Australia, there are a range of legal forms available to social enterprises, each with 
different reporting requirements. All the participating social enterprises were 
registered as charities, which are administrated by the Australian Charities and Not-
for-profits Commission (ACNC)9 and are often not required to produce reports, or to 
make them publicly available. Therefore, in terms of theory building, it is useful to 
consider legal forms and country specific legal requirements when considering 
accountability of social enterprises. 
The mechanisms that social enterprises used with their stakeholders can be 
classified in terms of Ebrahim’s (2010) framework modified for social enterprises. 
As discussed in Chapter 2, non-profit accountability mechanisms are differentiated 
by Ebrahim (2010, p. 107) as “tools” and “processes”. All social enterprises used 
accountability tools (e.g. financial reports, annual report) to be accountable for social 
and financial performance, and one social enterprise used participation (in terms of 
decision making) as a process for social accountability purposes. Findings in Section 
4.7 show that most of the accountability tools used by the participating social 
enterprises of this study were directed to upward stakeholders and focused on 
financial performance. In terms of participation, Social Enterprise A included 
employees/beneficiaries in the decision making, facilitating participation directed to 
horizontal stakeholders. In terms of adaptive learning, the Social Enterprise C had 
regular meetings with commercial customers to inform them of social outcomes. 
Christensen and Ebrahim (2006) find that non-profit organisations use staff 
                                                          
 
 
9 Regulatory body for charities in Australia. 
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empowerment to manage the potential tension between upward accountability and 
social mission, given that an empowering and supportive environment for staff may 
lead to enhanced accountability, ensuring the achievement of social mission.  
The mechanisms used for accountability to commercial customers extends 
Ebrahim’s (2010) accountability framework, with the most common mechanisms 
(excluding those to Social Enterprise A’s dominant customer) being presentation and 
quality of products/services, customer service and employing people with 
disabilities. Considering “products” as part of accountability is largely ignored in the 
non-profit literature, as generally these organisations do not offer services to 
commercial customers. Products are covered in the marketing for-profit literature, as 
product performance is important in achieving customer satisfaction (Churchill & 
Surprenant, 1982; Golder, Mitra, & Moorman, 2012). In addition, literature 
differentiates the different qualities of products and services (e.g. intangibility, 
inseparability) (Edgett & Parkinson, 1993; Hellén & Gummerus, 2013), consistent 
with the findings of this study. Findings in Section 4.2 (from customers’ 
perspectives) and Section 4.4 (from managers’ perspectives) show the importance of 
product quality for social enterprise accountability, raised by both internal and 
external stakeholders. The importance of quality and presentation of products and 
services reflects the commercial nature of social enterprises and their need to be 
commercially competitive with other for-profit organisations. This is considered as 
part of accountability processes in relation to production. Table 5.9 compares the 
accountability mechanisms employed by the social enterprises of this study and non-
profit organisations. 
Table 5.9: Accountability mechanisms for social enterprises versus non-profit organisations 
 Social enterprises of this study Ebrahim (2010) for non-profit 
organisations 
Tools  Annual report 
 Financial reports 
 Performance assessment 
 Financial reports 
 Disclosure reports 
 Financial statements 
 Ledgers 
 Reports 
 Performance assessment 
Processes  Quality of products  
 Quality of services 
 Participation 
 Adaptive learning 
 Participation 
 Adaptive learning 
 Self-regulation 
 
 Chapter 5: Discussion 117 
As noted previously, accountability for social and financial performance of 
social enterprises was largely influenced by the demands of the main (upward) 
stakeholders. Specifically, this study found that the participating social enterprises 
mostly adhered to the demands of their main (upward) stakeholder, but not all 
upward stakeholders equally (e.g. small customers, government, creditors) This is 
also consistent with stakeholder legitimacy theory, as the main stakeholders, rather 
than upward stakeholders, hold the most power over the social enterprises (Phillips, 
2003).  
Findings reveal potential opportunities for accountability improvements in 
terms of normative stakeholder management, but also reinforce advantages of 
implementing an instrumental stakeholder management approach. From a normative 
perspective, there is an opportunity for social enterprises to be more accountable to a 
wider variety of stakeholders (e.g. downward and horizontal), which may lead to an 
increased public presence and acceptance and support. In contrast, from an 
instrumental perspective, there are also benefits for being accountable to those 
stakeholders with the most power and interest in the organisation (Ackermann & 
Eden, 2011), as this leads to more value creation for the organisation (Clarkson, 
1995; Laplume et al., 2008). Literature on the non-profit sector notes that 
accountability should focus on how organisations deal with multiple and conflicting 
demands (Ebrahim, 2003a), and by being accountable to broader range of 
stakeholders, they face a challenge when managing these relationships (Austin et al., 
2006). Therefore, managers may be strategic regarding to whom they are accountable 
(e.g. upward stakeholders, main stakeholders), given their resources are limited, and 
focusing on upward or main stakeholders may bring the most benefit from those 
resources.  
The dual objectives of social enterprises are important to consider when 
developing social enterprise accountability theory. These two objectives are linked to 
the two stakeholder management approaches: normative and instrumental. From a 
normative perspective, social enterprises represent social ideals in that they are trying 
to address social problems through inclusion, equality and social justice. From an 
instrumental perspective, these organisations represent commercial ideals (filling a 
market gap, conducting commercial activities). Hence, the hybrid nature of social 
enterprises is consistent with the duality of stakeholder management approaches 
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adopted. This notion extends the understanding of social enterprise legitimacy by 
considering the balance between normative and instrumental perspectives, in terms 
of both stakeholder management and social enterprise’s operations as a whole. Table 
5.10 summarises the two approaches to stakeholder management and their relevance 
to social enterprise accountability, highlighting the prevalence of an instrumental 
approach. 
Table 5.10: Approaches to stakeholder management relevant to this study 
Stakeholder 
management 
approach 
Questions 
addressed 
Implications for social enterprise accountability 
Normative What should 
happen? 
Opportunity found for social enterprises to be more 
accountable to a wider range of stakeholders (downwards, 
horizontal), enhancing legitimacy through public presence, 
acceptance, support. 
Instrumental What happens if? Strategic approach taken by social enterprises with limited 
resources (typical of the findings in this study). 
 
This research had the over-arching research question of “how are social 
enterprises accountable for their social and financial performance?”. Using 
accountability, stakeholder, and legitimacy theory, this study has found similarities 
and differences to concepts in the non-profit literature. Accountability theory was 
helpful in understanding to whom, for what and how social enterprises are 
accountable, as well as the types of accountability relationships. Stakeholder theory 
was used to understand the different management approaches that social enterprises 
used. Legitimacy theory helped provide insights into the potential legitimacy threats 
that social enterprises may face. Together, these three theories were useful in 
unfolding relevant issues that social enterprises face in both theory and practice. 
Table 5.11 shows the summary of this study’s findings. 
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Table 5.11: Summary of findings: Accountability of social enterprises 
Accountability theory 
To whom For what How 
Upward – (typically formal 
relationship) 
 Parent organisation/ 
Board of directors 
 Government 
 Commercial customers 
 Creditors 
Downward- (typically less 
formal relationship) 
 General public  
 Community 
Horizontal – (typically less 
formal relationship) 
 Employees/ 
Beneficiaries 
 Volunteers 
Types of accountability for 
social enterprises: 
 Strategic 
 Fiduciary 
 Procedural 
Accountability tools  
 Annual report 
 Financial reports 
Accountability processes  
 Quality of products  
 Quality of services 
 Participation 
Stakeholder management 
Stakeholder theory: 
 Normative: Opportunities found to be more accountable to a wider range of stakeholders 
 Instrumental: Strategic approach taken by social enterprise management, attending primarily 
to powerful stakeholders 
Legitimacy theory 
 Legitimacy to upward stakeholders emphasised through instrumental/strategic approach to 
stakeholder management regarding social enterprises’ accountability 
 
5.8 SUMMARY 
This chapter has discussed the findings of this study. Accountability practices 
for the dual objectives of social enterprises were noted in terms of to whom, for what 
and how social enterprises discharge accountability. This study found several 
differences when comparing non-profit accountability frameworks to the findings on 
social enterprises, therefore building on social enterprise accountability theory. In 
regards to accountability to whom, accountability directions remained the same, but 
the stakeholders in those directions differed from those identified by Ebrahim (2010), 
and different (formal and less formal) accountability relationships were noted based 
primarily on whether the stakeholder was in an upward direction, rather than 
stakeholder identity more broadly (e.g. customer, government, employee). 
Furthermore, managers of social enterprises appeared to adopt an instrumental 
approach to stakeholder management, as they provided more managerial attention 
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and accountability to main (upward) stakeholders, rather than treating all upward 
stakeholders consistently. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
6.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter concludes this study on accountability of social enterprises. 
Section 6.2 provides an overview of this study. Section 6.3 summarises the 
significant findings of the study. Section 6.4 highlights the contributions from the 
study, including contributions to the existing literature and contributions to practice. 
Section 6.5 discusses the limitations of this study. Section 6.6 presents areas for 
further research. 
6.2 OVERVIEW OF THIS STUDY 
Accountability is important for social enterprises, and is typically expressed 
through demonstration of social and financial performance. This study explored 
accountability of four social enterprises, to understand how they discharge 
accountability for their dual objectives, examining the over-arching research 
question: “how are social enterprises accountable for their social and financial 
objectives?”. Relevant literature was reviewed relating to accountability as a concept, 
accountability in the non-profit sector and accountability specifically in the social 
enterprise sector. As little research was found on accountability in the social 
enterprise sector, this study primarily used literature on the non-profit sector as a 
foundation for examining accountability in social enterprises, and therefore 
contributed to theory building on social enterprise accountability by examining the 
utility of the existing literature. Frameworks involving accountability to whom, for 
what and how were identified in the literature. Further, consideration of different 
stakeholders to whom non-profit organisations are accountable, aspects of 
performance for which non-profits are accountable and different mechanisms that 
non-profit organisations use to demonstrate accountability were reviewed and 
considered in a social enterprise context. To respond to the research question, an 
accountability framework (involving to whom, for what and how) in the context of 
social enterprises was developed and subsequently examined in practice to better 
understand social enterprises’ accountability. 
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The methodology chapter outlined the research perspectives and methods 
adopted in this study to effectively address the research questions and to facilitate in-
depth examination of social enterprise accountability. The study’s methodology 
involved multiple case studies on four social enterprises operating in Queensland, 
Australia. Each case involved analysis of primary and secondary data. Primary data 
was obtained through interviews with one manager of each social enterprise, as well 
as questionnaires from four customers and one employee. Secondary data was 
obtained through publicly available sources, including social media, websites and 
internal and external reports. The original intention for this research was to examine 
differences between social enterprises with dominant and diversified commercial 
customer bases (two social enterprises in each category) to consider potential 
differences in accountability where an individual customer represented a significant 
revenue source to the social enterprise. However, the final sample of the four 
participating social enterprises involved only one with a dominant commercial 
customer and three with a diversified commercial customer base. Analysis of the data 
revealed a number of interesting findings related to social enterprise accountability, 
including those relating to dominant stakeholders (one being a social enterprise’s 
dominant customer, and others being parent organisations of the remaining three 
social enterprises). Hence, social enterprise accountability was found to differ in 
terms of dominant stakeholders.  
6.3 SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS 
This study was an exploratory study with the intention of understanding how 
social enterprises are accountable. There is limited literature developed in the context 
of social enterprises’ accountability, and these organisations are in a pre-
paradigmatic stage (Nicholls, 2010). Accordingly, this study used current theory on 
non-profit organisation accountability to examine its application in the context of 
social enterprises. Thus, rather than seeking to develop a new theory, it deployed 
existing theory to contribute to theory building in social enterprises (Zahra, 2007). 
Overall, the theory was useful; however, the context provided novel findings that 
extend theory on social enterprises. Findings on accountability of social enterprises 
from this study provide a valuable foundation for the future development of social 
enterprise accountability theory. Furthermore, an important function of qualitative 
research is to delineate limits or boundaries of existing theory, as this may change 
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due to situation-specific contexts (Thorngate, 1976). Therefore, this study has 
highlighted similarities and differences between accountability of non-profit 
organisations and social enterprises, in order to contribute to theory building. 
Significant findings include the differences regarding accountability of social 
enterprises with dominant versus diversified commercial customer bases and 
stakeholder dominance more broadly. The research questions addressed three areas 
of accountability (to whom, for what and how), where similarities and differences 
compared to the non-profit literature were found. Findings suggest modifications to 
non-profit theory frameworks to suit the unique hybrid nature and the dual objectives 
of social enterprises. Moreover, some of the significant findings of this research are 
shaped by the employment related business model and social mission of the 
participating social enterprises, as detailed below. 
6.3.1 To whom social enterprises are accountable 
This study used Ebrahim’s (2010) non-profit accountability framework to 
analyse accountability directions to stakeholders of social enterprises. Accountability 
directions are referred to in the non-profit literature as upward, downward and 
horizontal (Ebrahim, 2010). However, in the context of the social enterprises in this 
study several variations were noted. As all four participating social enterprises 
provided training and employment services for disadvantaged people, beneficiaries 
were employees of the social enterprises. This required reconsideration of the 
stakeholders involved in each direction, such that accountability to 
employees/beneficiaries was considered horizontal (internal) rather than downward. 
Further, accountability to customers as funders of social enterprises was considered 
to be upward (similar to accountability to funders in a non-profit context). Thus, the 
business models of social enterprises affect notions of directional accountability. 
6.3.2 Accountability to dominant customer and main stakeholder 
This study found that accountability changed according to commercial 
customer dominance. The original intention of this research was to examine 
accountability when there is a difference in the commercial customer base, having a 
dominant commercial customer as opposed to a diversified commercial customer 
base. While only one of the four social enterprises had a dominant commercial 
customer, findings indicated this relationship was important to the social enterprise 
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and influenced its accountability to the dominant customer (its main stakeholder). 
Accountability to the dominant commercial customer was formal in nature, based on 
fulfilling contractual demands. In contrast, accountability to smaller customers was 
an informal type, based on fulfilling commercial expectations regarding the delivery 
of quality products or services. Therefore, although this study had only one social 
enterprise with a dominant commercial customer, there was a clear difference 
between the type of accountability relationship exercised towards a dominant 
commercial customer (formal type of accountability), compared to the social 
enterprises’ smaller customers (a less formal type of accountability relationship). 
This notion of informal accountability relationships between a social enterprise and 
its small commercial customers was reinforced in the findings from the three social 
enterprises with a diversified commercial customer base, which had informal 
accountability relationships with its customers.  
Interestingly, this study also found that accountability changed according to 
social enterprises’ main stakeholders (either a dominant commercial customer or a 
parent organisation). This study found that three of the social enterprises (excluding 
Social Enterprise B, where no formal accountability requirements were mentioned) 
exercised a formal type of accountability to their main stakeholders. Further, this 
study found that main stakeholders influenced accountability in terms of social 
enterprises’ dual objectives, as the demands of these main stakeholders included 
expectations of both social and financial performance. Social enterprises focused on 
demonstrating accountability that was demanded by their main stakeholder, resulting 
in an alignment between the interests of employees/beneficiaries and the main 
stakeholders’ interests, supporting the social enterprises’ objectives in the long-term. 
Hence, while commercial customers may be important to social enterprises, as they 
represent important commercial funding for the organisation, findings suggest the 
identity or demands of a social enterprise’s main stakeholder is even more important 
in the context of accountability.  
6.3.3 For what social enterprises are accountable 
Social enterprises produced reports addressing accountability for both social 
and financial performance. However, as discussed previously (Section 6.3.1), the 
accountability was discharged differently based on different stakeholders’ demands. 
Commercial customers were predominantly interested in the commercial aspects of 
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the social enterprise (e.g. quality of products and services). Main stakeholders and 
the government were interested in accountability for both social and financial 
performance. Managers emphasised the importance of beneficiary inclusion, 
participation and a secure working environment. Managers also had different 
perceptions of the importance of accountability for social mission and financial 
performance, where accountability for financial performance was a priority for most 
managers of social enterprises. While literature on social enterprises has examined 
social and financial performance (Zainon et al., 2014), findings of this study 
suggested a temporal element in the approach taken by social enterprises, by initially 
prioritising financial over social performance. This was understood as needing to 
first be financially independent before being able to focus on and effectively address 
the social mission. Therefore, in the early years a social enterprise may be 
predominantly focused on becoming financially independent, before moving towards 
financial sustainability and greater achievements in terms of social mission. 
6.3.4 How social enterprises are accountable 
Mechanisms used to communicate accountability not only changed depending 
on stakeholder accountability directions, but also differed compared to the non-profit 
literature. Social enterprises for this study used both accountability tools and 
processes (Ebrahim, 2010) to communicate accountability, although there was a clear 
emphasis on accountability tools (e.g. annual report, financial reports). This study 
also extended Ebrahim’s (2010) framework of accountability by adding a new 
category in regards to accountability processes: quality of products and services. In 
contrast to non-profit organisations, social enterprises engage in commercial 
activities, selling products and services, and must demonstrate accountability through 
the (commercially competitive) quality of these products and services, which are part 
of the accountability processes of social enterprises. Specifically, this study found 
that social enterprises are accountable to commercial customers mainly through the 
quality of their products and services. This extension in accountability is shown in 
Table 6.1. 
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Table 6.1: Mechanisms of accountability for social enterprises 
 Social enterprises of this study 
Tools  Annual report 
 Financial reports 
 Performance assessment 
Processes  Quality of products  
 Quality of services 
 Participation 
 Adaptive learning 
 
Social enterprises exercised accountability to their main stakeholders, but the 
task of communicating accountability more widely was often left to the main 
stakeholders. Findings revealed that social enterprises report information about social 
and financial performance to their main stakeholder (either a dominant commercial 
customer or a parent organisation), and the main stakeholder then communicated this 
information through its own reports or website. Social enterprises did not 
consistently communicate financial performance achievements through their 
websites, but did report their social mission statement and sometimes provided 
qualitative information regarding social performance. However, given information 
regarding both social and financial performance existed for most social enterprises of 
this study, findings suggest that social enterprises may not want the information to be 
publicly available to a wider variety of stakeholders. This may reveal a problem for 
practice, where social enterprises are accountable for their dual objectives but may 
not communicate performance more broadly. As a result, an opportunity was found 
for social enterprises to consider communicating their performance more widely to 
demonstrate accountability to a range of stakeholders (e.g. horizontal and 
downward), rather than merely to a main stakeholder, as a way of promoting the 
organisation and its legitimacy as a social enterprise. 
6.4 CONTRIBUTIONS FROM THE STUDY 
This study has contributed to the literature by exploring accountability in the 
context of social enterprises; an area of only limited research to date. Examining 
social enterprises in Queensland, Australia also helped to provide an understanding 
of accountability of social enterprises in practice. 
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6.4.1 Contributions to practice 
This study contributes to understanding how social enterprises are accountable 
in practice and the mechanisms that they use to demonstrate and communicate 
accountability. As discussed in the previous chapter (Section 5.2) customers of the 
participating social enterprises did not identify social performance as an important 
aspect of accountability. Possible implications for social enterprises in practice are 
not having an external incentive to do well in the social mission, or not having an 
external incentive to communicate how well the social enterprise is doing in terms of 
social mission. As the social mission is a core component of the dual objectives of 
social enterprises (Austin et al., 2006), this could lead to various problems including 
not attracting new potential customers, as promoting social aspects of the business 
may help to increase future support and awareness. Other potential issues include 
mission drift and legitimacy threats. Hence, while it is important for social 
enterprises to satisfy accountability demands of their key stakeholders, it is also 
important for social enterprises to have a strong sense of identity and an internal 
awareness of dual accountability for social and financial performance.  
Findings also revealed the importance of accountability for social enterprises’ 
commercial activities, as well as their social performance. As all the participating 
social enterprises promoted their organisational identity as social enterprises (making 
explicit their social mission: to provide employment for disadvantaged people), some 
customers may enter into commercial transactions to support the social purpose of 
the business. On the other hand, existing customers of social enterprises may believe 
at face value that the enterprise is doing “good” socially and have no particular need 
for more information in regards to the social performance of the organisation. 
Importantly, however, customers have expectations regarding the commercial 
aspects of their transactions (e.g. quality goods, reliable service, value for money) 
that social enterprise managers need to address in order to maintain the customer 
relationship (Chapter 4, Section 4.2). Therefore, being commercially competitive is 
important for social enterprises, as it has an impact on customer satisfaction and 
social enterprises’ financial performance. 
This study found similarities and differences between social enterprises and 
non-profit organisations when reporting on social performance. Measuring social 
performance is a challenge for these organisations as there are no standard 
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benchmarks or methods (Ebrahim et al., 2014). This revealed difficulties regarding 
measuring and evaluating performance that are found in both the non-profit sector 
literature (Cordery & Sinclair, 2013), and social enterprise literature (Battilana & 
Lee, 2014; Connolly & Kelly, 2011). As evaluating performance has an impact on 
the organisations’ decision making (Nicholls, 2009), this challenge needs to be 
addressed to improve decision making of social enterprises. Therefore, this study 
reinforces third sector and social enterprise literature that acknowledges the difficulty 
in generating and communicating accountability for social performance. While such 
challenges remain, reporting in some form (cases, narratives) is important to 
reinforce legitimacy and communicate social performance achievements. “A 
numbers game” (Manager of Social Enterprise B) without numbers or other detail, is 
difficult for internal and external parties to make informed decisions.  
Two different types of reporting for social performance were found in the 
social enterprises of this study: one related to photos and stories of the 
employees/beneficiaries and the other related to the number of employees supported 
and hours of employment. The former type of information is qualitative in nature, 
while latter is quantitative in nature. Although measures such as Social Return on 
Investment and balanced scorecard have been noted for social enterprises (Luke et 
al., 2013; Nicholls, 2009), none of the participating organisations used them to report 
on accountability for social performance. Quantitative information is useful as it 
records the steps towards the achievement of the social mission. However, none of 
the publicly available reports provided by the social enterprises measured overall 
progress (outcomes) towards mission. Thus, in terms of social enterprise theory 
building, this research has noted the concerns from managers towards measuring 
social mission achievement and also highlighted it as an area for development; an 
opportunity for social enterprises to address in practice. 
This study also contributes to the literature in terms of online accountability 
practices of social enterprises. Limited research was found for the online 
accountability practices of non-profit organisations, while no research was found on 
this issue for social enterprises. By using the Nonprofit Virtual Accountability Index 
(NPVAI) developed by Dumont (2013), this study found that there is an opportunity 
for social enterprises to report increased information regarding social and financial 
performance more widely to a broader range of stakeholders. As country differences 
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were noted (e.g. Australia versus United States), this study revealed the importance 
of context when considering accountability of social enterprises, specifically legal 
status and country specific legal requirements. 
6.4.2 Contributions to the existing literature 
As there is no existing theory on social enterprise accountability, this study 
drew on accountability frameworks from the non-profit literature to consider their 
application to social enterprises in order to move towards theorising in terms of 
social enterprises. As noted in Chapter 2 (Section 2.3), literature in the context of 
social enterprises contends a new theory on social enterprises is unnecessary (Dacin 
et al., 2010); instead it is helpful to contextualise existing theories and consider their 
applicability to a social enterprise context (Dacin et al., 2010). Therefore, different 
non-profit theory frameworks were applied and adapted to the context of social 
enterprises. Findings revealed that the frameworks are useful in exploring three areas 
of accountability: to whom, for what and how. However, due to the dual social and 
commercial nature of social enterprises, and the employment-related social mission 
of the participating social enterprises of this study, there are noted differences for 
social enterprises that suggest current theory should be modified for a social 
enterprise context. Therefore, this study extends and adapts the non-profit literature 
to social enterprises, contributing towards building accountability theory that 
acknowledges the dual objectives of these organisations. 
This study found that when considering accountability directions of social 
enterprises, it is important to understand the relationships between the stakeholders 
and the organisation. Accountability directions in this study to specific stakeholder 
groups differed from those proposed by Ebrahim (2010), with two main differences. 
First, since customers of social enterprises were commercial customers with power 
over the organisation, they were considered upward stakeholders. These are not 
considered in Ebrahim’s (2010) framework as non-profit organisations do not 
typically have commercial customers. The dual social and financial objectives of 
social enterprises and the importance of commercial revenue to the social 
enterprises’ operations resulted in upward accountability to commercial customers. 
Second, differences emerged between non-profit organisations operating from a 
model of providing services to beneficiaries and social enterprises in this study 
adopting a training and employment services model. In terms of accountability 
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relationships, beneficiaries of social enterprises were employees internal to the 
organisation with horizontal accountability. In contrast to non-profit organisations, 
which typically have beneficiaries outside the organisation with accountability to 
them considered as downward. These accountability directions are shown in Table 
6.2.  
Table 6.2: Directions of accountability for social enterprises’ stakeholders 
Accountability direction Social enterprises’ stakeholder groups 
Upward Parent organisation/Board of directors 
Government (as a funding source) 
Commercial customers1 
Creditors 
Downward General public  
Community 
Horizontal Employees/Beneficiaries1 
Volunteers 
 
Key 
1Novel findings from this study 
 
This study identifies the relevance of a main stakeholder to shaping 
accountability, consistent with an instrumental approach to stakeholder management. 
Findings (Section 4.5.3) revealed managers of social enterprises prioritised the main 
stakeholders’ interests in accounting for performance, recognising the power and 
interest of their main stakeholders (Ackermann & Eden, 2011). This study found that 
social enterprise managers were aware of the accountability demands of their main 
stakeholders, and those stakeholders’ demands received the most managerial 
attention. This approach is strategic as social enterprises’ resources may be limited 
and focusing on the demands of the most powerful stakeholders tends to generate 
more value for the organisation (Clarkson, 1995; Laplume et al., 2008). Therefore, 
by adopting an instrumental approach to stakeholder management, the main 
stakeholders of the social enterprises (either a dominant commercial customer or a 
parent organisation) heavily influenced the way in which social enterprises 
communicated accountability.  
Non-profit literature identifies the risk of mission drift where the need for 
funding influences or distracts organisations from their social mission (Thompson & 
Williams, 2014). Although the participating social enterprises focused their 
accountability and managerial attention on the main stakeholders (one of which was 
a dominant commercial customer), the risk of mission drift was managed through 
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two main factors. First, the employment model of the social enterprises meant that 
the beneficiaries were treated and perceived as employees, rather than “beneficiaries” 
and were therefore inside the organisation (horizontal accountability). As such, they 
were integral to the social enterprise’s commercial business operations rather than 
external (downward accountability) to the social enterprise’s commercial business 
operations. Second, the demands of the main stakeholders in terms of accountability 
were aligned with the interests of the employees/beneficiaries. This is likely to 
reduce the risk of mission drift as the social enterprise business model aligns income 
and mission fulfilment (Cornforth, 2014). Hence, it is important to consider the main 
stakeholders’ interests when considering accountability of social enterprises; such 
that their expectations align with supporting the interests of the beneficiaries and the 
long-term interests of the organisation.  
Accountability regarding employees/beneficiaries effectively had two 
dimensions, one based on the expectations of the main stakeholder of the social 
enterprises, and one directed to the employees/beneficiaries themselves. The 
accountability directed to the main stakeholder in regards to employees/beneficiaries 
was based on fulfilling training and certifications, while the accountability directed 
to the employees/beneficiaries was based on fulfilling the terms of the employment 
(e.g. entitlements, inclusion). As a result of social enterprise managers’ requirement 
to be accountable to the main stakeholders for the employees/beneficiaries’ 
development in the organisation, a strong sense of accountability for social and 
financial performance was established. Thus, in terms of social enterprises’ 
accountability to employees/beneficiaries, it is important to consider not only the 
stakeholder to whom accountability is directed (employees/beneficiaries), but also 
the importance of the main stakeholders’ demands supporting accountability to 
employees/beneficiaries. 
Regarding for what social enterprises are accountable, accountability 
dimensions differed for social enterprises compared to those dimensions considered 
by Dhanani and Connolly (2012) in a non-profit context. Dhanani and Connolly’s 
(2012) framework of accountability considers strategic, fiduciary, procedural and 
financial accountability. In the context of this study, however, due to the interrelated 
social and financial goals of social enterprises, strategic and financial accountability 
were merged into one type of accountability (strategic), reflecting both elements as 
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central to social enterprise’s strategy and core business. The study revealed that 
managers of social enterprises relied on the three types of accountability, strategic, 
fiduciary and procedural. A point of difference in the fiduciary accountability of the 
social enterprises was that the social enterprises had a parent organisation. Thus, 
where a parent organisation exists, it is important that its expectations align with the 
dual objectives of the social enterprise and other governing bodies (e.g. board of 
directors). Therefore, the organisational structure of social enterprises is important 
when considering fiduciary accountability of social enterprises. Table 6.3 
summarises the three types of accountability found in this study. 
Table 6.3: For what social enterprises are accountable: Types of accountability 
 Social enterprises of this study 
Strategic accountability (social and financial) x 
Procedural accountability x 
Fiduciary accountability x 
 
6.5 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 
As with all research, this study has a number of limitations. Limitations exist 
regarding the context in which this research was conducted, as there are several 
context-specific aspects that may have had an impact on the findings. These include 
the research being undertaken in one region (Queensland, Australia), and all four 
participating social enterprises having an employment-related social mission. Hence, 
the findings may have been shaped by these issues, potentially limiting their 
generalisability to all social enterprises.  
The research methodology was developed to address the research questions, 
focusing on accountability for social and financial performance for a select sample of 
social enterprises. Regarding the sample, accountability differences in social 
enterprises with dominant versus diversified commercial customer base were limited, 
as the sample of social enterprises with a dominant commercial customer was limited 
to one.10 However, comparison of accountability findings among main stakeholders 
provided valuable insights. Nevertheless, results may not necessarily be generalisable 
                                                          
 
 
10 Yet, for that particular social enterprise, the dominant commercial customer did largely influence 
accountability, as the social enterprise’s main stakeholder. 
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to social enterprises more broadly, particularly those with other structure types and 
social missions. Further, while the study provided very useful insights into the 
importance of main stakeholders, further research is required to specifically examine 
accountability differences of social enterprises with dominant versus diversified 
commercial customer base. This study also involved a small number of social 
enterprises (four) and there was a low response rate for customer and employee 
surveys. Therefore, limited comparison and understanding of social enterprises’ 
customers and employees was achieved; an area for future research. Further, when 
considering external stakeholders’ perspectives (research sub-question one), only the 
perspectives of customers were considered. Hence, a larger study could consider 
other external stakeholder groups. 
There are also limitations regarding the data collection methods. One of the 
potential limitations of the interviews with managers is social desirability bias, which 
is defined as a propensity to say things that place the speaker in a favourable light 
(Nederhof, 1985). Therefore, the managers could have been inclined to respond with 
answers that they thought were expected from them. Interviewees may also have 
been unwilling or uncomfortable to share all the information asked of them. To 
address these issues, the interviews were held in the desired location of the 
interviewee. Questions were also framed to minimise the power distance between the 
researcher and the participant, creating a socially safe environment for the researcher 
and the interviewee. Another limitation is the investigator bias, where the researcher 
may be inclined to reflect the researcher’s own ideas in the findings. This was 
addressed by including quotes from interviews in the findings so that readers can 
make their own assessment of the findings presented, and using multiple data 
sources. 
6.6 FUTURE RESEARCH 
There are several areas for future research that may complement this study and 
help in understanding more about the accountability practices of social enterprises. 
As discussed earlier, the lack of interest shown by customers of social enterprises 
regarding accountability for social mission should be explored further in future 
research, as there are multiple ways in which social enterprises can be affected by 
this. Further research may also explore the alignment between who, what and how of 
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accountability, and how these three dimensions are linked in practice. Future 
research regarding the meaning of accountability could also be conducted and 
compared across different cultures and may provide useful insights on accountability 
stemming from different cultural contexts. Since there is no direct translation of 
accountability in the major Romance languages and Asian languages (Dubnick & 
Justice, 2004), an interesting future research project would involve examining social 
enterprise accountability in Romance languages or Asian language contexts to 
explore how accountability is understood and practiced, given that language 
structures thoughts and therefore action. 
Future research may consider exploring the impact of dominant stakeholders of 
social enterprises further. This study found a significant difference in accountability 
relationships between dominant commercial customers and diversified commercial 
customers. However, this study only had one social enterprise with a dominant 
commercial customer, and future research could explore this impact further with a 
larger sample, not only for accountability but for performance implications. 
Similarly, in terms of main stakeholder dominance, future research could also 
explore the impact of a main stakeholder with a larger sample, to better understand 
these implications. As these are issues that are commonly noted in the non-profit 
literature, and this study has also found similarities, it is important to understand the 
impact that stakeholders have on the accountability and performance of social 
enterprises. 
Further research may consider greater exploration of the use of social media by 
social enterprises, and effective ways to enhance accountability by using these online 
social networking platforms. Such research may involve multiple stakeholders of 
social enterprises, to understand why they use the social enterprises’ online resources 
and whether or not social media or online platforms are important for them in regards 
to accountability. In terms of accountability directions, future research may also 
focus on social enterprises with a different social mission, which may uncover 
different results to this research, where employees were also the beneficiaries. Other 
studies could also involve social enterprises that do not have a dominant commercial 
customer or parent organisation, and examine similarities and differences across the 
social enterprises’ accountability to different stakeholder groups. 
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Social enterprise accountability is worth examining, as it is crucial for the 
survival of these organisations. Social enterprises have the potential to provide 
multiple benefits to society, by pursuing a social mission while achieving 
commercial objectives (Ebrahim et al., 2014). However, given the scant research on 
these organisations there is still much to learn. As social enterprises represent a 
financially sustainable model to address social issues (Battilana & Lee, 2014), it is 
important that the work of social enterprises is supported through research for the 
benefit of society as a whole. Their unique hybrid nature and associated dual 
objectives (social and financial) present challenges in balancing accountability. 
Examination of accountability in social enterprises provided insights into the 
challenges of measuring results, communicating accountability, and managing the 
interests of stakeholders; central to the legitimacy and survival of these 
organisations. Ultimately, this research has contributed to both theory and practice of 
social enterprises by examining non-profit literature and adapting it to social 
enterprises. By doing this, a more nuanced understanding of accountability in a 
social enterprise context has been developed for both theory and practice. 
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Appendix A 
Interview Protocol for managers of social enterprises 
Introduction SQ1 SQ2 SQ3 SQ4 SQ5 SQ6 
1. Can you give a brief description of your social 
enterprise?  
      
2. What is the purpose of your enterprise?       
3. Is this purpose formally expressed?       
Stakeholders       
4. Who do you think your stakeholders are? Who 
is the most important? Why? 
  x    
5. What is your major source of income?   x    
6. Who is your dominant commercial customer? 
Is your dominant commercial customer your 
main stakeholder? Why? 
  x    
Accountability – For dominant income stream       
7. What formal or informal accountability 
requirements do you have to your dominant 
customer?  
    x x 
8. How do you demonstrate accountability to this 
customer?  
    x x 
9. Is accountability to the dominant customer 
different to other customers? 
     x 
10. Do you think that obligations to your main 
stakeholder are preventing you from 
addressing other stakeholders’ needs? 
     x 
11. Does this affect the approach to accountability 
to other stakeholders? 
     x 
Accountability – For diversified income stream       
12. What formal or informal accountability 
requirements do you have to your customers? 
    x  
Accountability relationships       
13. To whom is the social enterprise accountable?   x    
14. For what is the social enterprise accountable?    x   
15. What does accountability mean to you?  x     
Social and financial outcomes       
16. Can you tell me some of the outcomes of the 
organisation in terms of its mission? 
   x   
17. How do you demonstrate accountability to 
your stakeholders in terms of the 
   x x  
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organisations’ social mission? (e.g. financial 
and social reports)  
Do you think there is more that could be 
done? 
18. Can you tell me some of the outcomes of your 
organisation in terms of its financial 
sustainability? 
   x x  
19. How do you demonstrate accountability to 
your stakeholders in terms of the 
organisations’ financial sustainability? (e.g. 
financial and social reports)  
Do you think there is more that could be 
done? 
    x  
20. Do you think the organisation is equally 
accountable for social mission and financial 
sustainability? Why? 
   x   
21. How are you accountable to the beneficiaries? 
(if any) 
    x  
22. How are you accountable to the employees?     x  
23. Do you think accountability to your 
stakeholders is important? Why? 
 x     
24. Is there anything else you would like to add or 
clarify? 
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Appendix B 
Questionnaire for employees 
 SQ1 SQ2 SQ3 SQ4 SQ5 SQ6 
1. Can you give a brief description of the social 
enterprise?  
      
2. How long have you worked in this social enterprise?       
3. To whom is the social enterprise accountable?   x    
4. For what do you think the social enterprise is 
accountable? 
   x   
5. Who do you think are the most important customers 
of this social enterprise? Why? 
     x 
6. How is the social enterprise accountable to its 
customers? 
    x  
7. How is the social enterprise accountable to its 
beneficiaries (if any)? 
    x  
8. How is the social enterprise accountable to you?     x  
9. How accountable do you think the social enterprise 
is for its social mission? / What more could be done? 
   x   
10. How accountable do you think this social enterprise 
is for its financial sustainability? / What more could 
be done? 
   x   
11. Do you think the social enterprise is equally 
accountable for social mission and financial 
sustainability? Why? 
   x   
12. What does accountability mean to you?  x     
13. Do you think accountability to stakeholders is 
important? Why? 
 x     
For dominant customer       
1. Is accountability to the dominant customer different 
to other customers? If yes, how? 
     x 
2. Do you think that obligations to the dominant 
customers are preventing you from addressing other 
stakeholders’ needs? 
     x 
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Appendix C 
Questionnaire for customers 
 SQ1 SQ2 SQ3 SQ4 SQ5 SQ6 
1. Can you give a brief description of the social 
enterprise?  
      
2. How long have you been a customer of the social 
enterprise? 
      
3. For what do you think the social enterprise is 
accountable? 
   x   
4. How informed are you of the social outcomes of 
the social enterprise? How does the social 
enterprise provide that information to you?/ 
Where do you get this information? 
  x  x  
5. How informed are you of the financial outcomes 
of the social enterprise? How does the social 
enterprise provide that information to you?/ 
Where do you get this information? 
  x  x  
6. What could the social enterprise do to be more 
accountable for its social mission? 
   x   
7. What could the social enterprise do to be more 
accountable for its financial sustainability? 
   x   
8. Do you think the social enterprise is equally 
accountable for social mission and financial 
sustainability? Why? 
   x   
9. What does accountability mean to you? x      
10. Do you feel there is less accountability shown by 
the social enterprise to you as a small customer? 
     x 
11. Do you think accountability to stakeholders is 
important? Why? 
x      
For dominant income stream       
12. Do you feel there is more accountability shown by 
the company to you as a large customer? 
     x 
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Appendix D 
Information for participants 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION FOR QUT 
RESEARCH PROJECT 
Accountability of dual objectives of social enterprises: social mission and financial 
sustainability 
QUT Ethics Approval Number 1400000802 
 
RESEARCH TEAM   
Principal Researcher: 
Gloria Astrid Guraieb Izaguirre 
Masters by Research student 
QUT Business School 
Phone: 3138 6778 
Email: gloria.guraiebizaguirre@qut.edu.au 
Principal Supervisor: 
Belinda Luke 
Senior Lecturer 
QUT Business School 
Phone: 3138 4323 
Email: b.luke@qut.edu.au 
 
Associate Supervisor: 
Craig Furneaux 
Lecturer 
QUT Business School  
Phone: 3138 1186 
Email: c. furneaux@qut.edu.au 
DESCRIPTION 
This project is being undertaken as part of a Masters study for Gloria Astrid Guraieb Izaguirre in the 
QUT Faculty of Business School.  
 
The purpose of this project is to examine the approach to accountability taken by social enterprises 
resulting from their dual objectives to manage both the achievement of social mission while 
maintaining financial sustainability. Social enterprises with different stakeholders will be examined to 
explore how accountability changes between them. 
 
You are invited to participate in this project because you are a manager of a social enterprise that fits 
the criteria for this study. 
 
PARTICIPATION 
Your participation will involve an audio recorded interview at your offices or other agreed location 
convenient to you. The interview is expected to take approximately one hour of your time. This audio 
recording will be transcribed. Questions will include  
 Can you give a brief description of your enterprise?  
 What does accountability mean to you? 
Your participation in this project is entirely voluntary. If you do agree to participate you can withdraw 
from the project without comment or penalty by contacting the primary researcher. Your decision to 
participate or not participate will in no way impact upon your current or future relationship with QUT. 
 
EXPECTED BENEFITS 
It is expected that this project will not benefit you directly. However, it may benefit social enterprises 
in general to acquire a deeper understanding of how they exercise accountability.  
You will also be able to download the published thesis that will be available free of charge through 
QUT ePrints, early in the second half of 2015.  
 
RISKS 
There are no risks beyond normal day-to-day living associated with your participation in this project. 
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PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY 
All comments and responses will be treated confidentially unless required by law. The names of 
individual persons are not required in any of the responses. 
Please note that re-identifiable data collected in this project may be used as comparative data in future 
projects. 
 
 Participants will be provided with the opportunity to verify their comments and responses 
prior to final inclusion 
 At the end of the project, the audio recording will be destroyed 
 The audio recording will only be used for the purpose of this research project 
 Only the principal researcher will have access to the audio recording. 
 The audio recording will be transcribed, and an ID number will be given to the organisation 
and names of participants to help retain their confidentiality. 
 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 
We would like to ask you to sign a written consent form (enclosed) to confirm your agreement to 
participate. 
 
QUESTIONS / FURTHER INFORMATION ABOUT THE PROJECT 
If have any questions or require further information please contact one of the research team members 
above. 
 
CONCERNS / COMPLAINTS REGARDING THE CONDUCT OF THE PROJECT 
QUT is committed to research integrity and the ethical conduct of research projects. However, if you 
do have any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of the project you may contact the QUT 
Research Ethics Unit on [+61 7] 3138 5123 or email ethicscontact@qut.edu.au. The QUT Research 
Ethics Unit is not connected with the research project and can facilitate a resolution to your concern in 
an impartial manner. 
Thank you for helping with this research project. Please keep this sheet for your information. 
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Consent form 
 
CONSENT FORM FOR QUT RESEARCH PROJECT 
Accountability of dual objectives of social enterprises: social mission and financial 
sustainability 
QUT Ethics Approval Number 1400000802
RESEARCH TEAM CONTACTS  
Principal Researcher: 
Gloria Astrid Guraieb Izaguirre 
Masters by Research student 
QUT Business School 
Phone: 3138 6778 
Email: gloria.guraiebizaguirre@qut.edu.au 
Principal Supervisor: 
Belinda Luke 
Senior Lecturer 
QUT Business School 
Phone: 3138 4323 
Email: b.luke@qut.edu.au 
 
Associate Supervisor: 
Craig Furneaux 
Lecturer 
QUT Business School  
Phone: 3138 1186 
Email: c. furneaux@qut.edu.au 
 
STATEMENT OF CONSENT 
By signing below, you are indicating that you: 
 Have read and understood the information document regarding this project. 
 Have had any questions answered to your satisfaction. 
 Understand that if you have any additional questions you can contact the research team. 
 Understand that you are free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty. 
 Understand that you can contact the Research Ethics Unit on [+61 7] 3138 5123 or email 
ethicscontact@qut.edu.au if you have concerns about the ethical conduct of the project. 
  Understand that the project will include an audio recording. 
 Understand that non-identifiable data collected in this project may be used as comparative data 
in future projects. 
 Agree to participate in the project. 
 
Name  
Signature  
Date  
 
Please return this sheet to the investigator. 
